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ABSTRACT 
 
God on the Ground 
Philip J. Reed 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2016 
 
“What’s next for us?” asked an elder at Session meeting of Grosse Ile 
Presbyterian Church, Grosse Ile, Michigan. Instead of engaging in a typical long-range, 
or strategic planning process, the Session of Grosse Ile Presbyterian Church followed the 
five steps of practical theological as outlined by Mark Lau Branson and the Missional 
Change Process as described by Alan Roxburgh. The goal was for Session to identify 
adaptive challenges and begin to experiment in ways to address them.  
Dwelling in the Word, engaging in intentional encounters with neighbors, and 
reflecting and discussing the process led the Session to many new insights, but the 
Session did not clearly identify the adaptive challenges it must address. This failure is the 
function of diminished understanding of God. The Session’s concept of God was abstract, 
disembodied, and lacked an awareness of the Holy Spirit, “God on the ground.”  
This doctoral project is presented in three parts. Part One describes the theology 
of Presbyterian eldership, and it focuses particularly on a shortcoming in this theology, 
which is that elders may fulfill their duties and responsibilities without leaving church 
property. Part Two follows the Session through the five-step Missional Change Process, 
detailing the conversations that surrounded the process. Part Three draws the conclusion 
that Session does not have a capacity to discern the disruptive aspects of the Holy Spirit, 
and it begins to develop an outline of the theology of “God on the ground.” 
 
Content Reader: Alan Roxburgh, DMin 
 
Words: 237 
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1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
“What’s next for us?” asked an elder at the year-end Session meeting in 
December 2011. By the typical “ABC” measures of (A)ttendance, (B)uildings, and 
(C)ash, Grosse Ile Presbyterian Church (hereafter, GIPC) had had a terrific year.  The 
Worship and Sacraments Commission’s year-end report included an increase in worship 
attendance over the course of the year and growing participation in our various programs 
and ministries. The Property Commission’s year-end report emphasized that the major 
facility renovation was complete and that a new and expansive fellowship hall, kitchen, 
and reception foyer had been added. The year-end report of the Mission and Stewardship 
Commission stated joyously that the renovation and expansion project was fully funded, 
giving to the annual stewardship campaign had increased significantly each year for the 
past three years, and GIPC continued to maintain its position as largest mission giving 
congregation in the Presbytery of Detroit. “What’s next for us?” asked an elder from a 
position of accomplishment and anticipation.  
In years past, I would have known exactly how to answer this elder’s question. I 
would have made a grand statement about discerning what is next together and scheduled 
a strategic planning retreat for Session. We would have worked long and hard on coming 
up with yet another vision for our church, a catchy mission statement you could fit on a 
T-shirt,1 a list of values probably patterned as an acronym in order to be memorable,2 
                                                          
1 Peter Drucker, The Five Most Important Questions You Will Ever Ask About Your Organization 
(San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2008), 14. Drucker writes, “The effective mission statement is short and 
sharply focused. It should fit on a T-shirt.” 
 
2 Rick Warren, The Purpose Drive Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1995), 313. Warren’s example of this is “The S.A.D.D.L.E.B.A.C.K strategy.” 
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develop action steps, market programs and ministries that embody the values, and 
perhaps even articulate a “BHAG” (that is, a “Big Hairy Audacious Goal”)3 to get 
everyone jazzed up. My role in the process would have been to cast the vision, manage its 
refinement, facilitate the planning process, and sell it all to anyone who would listen. The 
congregations I have served and especially their Sessions, the governing bodies, would 
have expected this approach to pastoral leadership. Theological and biblical resources 
would have been aligned to legitimize the plan and proposals.  
I now realize that such an approach to answer the elder’s question is almost 
devoid of an awareness of the agency of God and the presence of the Holy Spirit. A top-
down management structure, viewing pastors as expert organization leaders, the dumbing 
down of hope to strategic planning, a marketing approach to members and non-members, 
and the intention of fulfilling the individual needs of members—all of these are products 
of the frameworks of late modernity.4 These frameworks embody “overconfidence in 
human capacities to predict, manage, and control” the future.5 When we are working so 
hard to gain and sustain control, there is little room for agency of God and the activity of 
the Holy Spirit. 6 The purpose of this doctoral project is to develop another way to answer 
                                                          
3 James Collins, Good to Great (New York: HarperCollins Publishing, 2001), 188-211.  
 
4 Mark Lau Branson and Juan Francisco Martinez, “A Practical Theology of Leadership with 
International Voices,” Journal for Religious Leadership 10, No. 2 (Fall 2011): 34. Branson and Martinez 
write, “Scientific rationalism, rooted in the Enlightenment, led to modern management theory and strategic 
planning. Romanticism, with its fronting of sensuality, affectivity, and expressive individualism, shaped by 
consumer preference and marketing, family systems based on therapeutic models, and a subfield of 
volunteerism.” 
   
5 Alan Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making: Skills for Leading in Times of Transition (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 73-85. 
  
6 Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 88-89. Palmer writes, 
“A third shadow common among leaders is ‘functional atheism,’ the belief that ultimate responsibility for 
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this elder’s question, “What’s next for us?” that is shaped “by a laser-like focus on the 
agency of God in the world.”7 
 
Thesis 
The thesis of this doctoral project is as follows: Spiritual formation creates the 
capacity to identify adaptive challenges. Identifying adaptive challenges is not a matter of 
decision, but discernment; it is not as much planning as it is prayer. Lesslie Newbigin 
writes, “It is impossible to stress too strongly that the beginning of mission is not in an 
action of ours, but the presence of a new reality, the presence of the Spirit of God in 
power.”8 The most important factor  to help Session identify adaptive challenges is 
cultivating an awareness of “God on the ground.” “God on the ground” is my designation 
for the Spirit of God.9 During the “Missional Leadership Cohort C Seminar” at Fuller 
                                                          
everything rests on us. This is the unconscious, unexamined conviction that if anything descent is going to 
happen here, we are the ones to make it happen – a conviction held even by people who talk a good game 
about God.” 
    
7 Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People,” Journal of Missional Practice 3 (Autumn 2013). 
My definition of God’s agency is as follows: There is a real God who is a personal agent who does and says 
real things in the real world. 
 
8 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing, 1989), 119. 
  
9 This phrase, “God on the ground,” is mentioned by Branson and Martinez, who write, “Even 
though some theological perspectives indicate that the Holy Spirit is primarily ethereal, Craig Van Gelder 
posits, and we agree, that the Holy Spirit’s presence in the Bible indicates concrete, located, specific 
activities of God-on-the-ground. This is especially relevant to our topic because a key role of leadership is 
that of discerning, with a group, how they can participate in God’s initiatives.” See Branson and Martinez, 
“A Practical Theology of Leadership,” 30, note 2.They reference Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the 
Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007), 23-45. Branson also writes, “This work includes 
shaping environments in which a community can attend to texts and contexts—creating and supporting 
study, research and conversations, thus providing the means for a new social imaginary that lures the 
community to God, on the ground participate with, in the church’s engagement with the powers and 
peoples of its context.” See Mark Lau Branson, “Interpretative Leadership during Social Dislocation: 
Jeremiah and Social Imaginary,” Journal of Religious Leadership 8, No. 1 (Spring 2009): 29. And Alan 
Roxburgh writes, “The God we confess in Jesus Christ is on the ground in neighborhoods that thirst for 
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Seminary in January 2010, Alan Roxburgh said, “In modernity, there is a huge mistrust 
of the local, everyday, and ordinary. What we have lost in modernity is any 
understanding of the material and the ordinary to understand what is real.”10 The concept 
of “God on the ground” seeks to locate the presence of the Holy Spirit not in abstraction 
or speculation, but in the local, everyday, and ordinary.  
 
Goals 
This doctoral project has four goals. The first goal is for Session to become a 
learning community capable of discerning God’s presence and purpose within the 
congregation and context. The second goal is for Session to identify two adaptive 
challenges in order to answer the elder’s question, “What’s next for us?” The third goal is 
for Session members to intentionally enter the narratives of their neighbors and develop 
an expended understanding of their calling as elders. The fourth goal is for Session to 
verbalize a sense of God’s agency and understanding of the church as an agent of God’s 
mission more frequently.  
In addition, I have a personal goal for this doctoral project. By the typical 
measures of attending, buildings, and cash, I have been a successful Presbyterian 
minister. Each of the four congregations in which I have been installed have grown in the 
number of worship attenders and church members, expanded facilities through new 
                                                          
God is a world that desperately misses God.” See Alan Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People,” 
Journal of Missional Practice 1 (Autumn 2012). 
  
10 Roxburgh, “Missional Leadership Cohort C 2010 Seminar” (lecture, Fuller Seminary, Pasadena, 
CA, January 12, 2010). Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile make a similar statement: “The social 
imaginary of the modern West, [Charles Taylor] argues, has largely been one in which God’s presence is 
removed from ordinary life.” See Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in 
Perspective (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011), 119. 
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construction, and increased budgets and revenues. But what happened in people’s lives as 
the congregations have thrived institutionally? I have reached a point at which I am more 
interested in faith and mission development than organizational success. The adaptive 
challenge in this doctoral project for me is, “How do I learn to be a pastor who 
encourages more growth in faith and discipleship than in attendance, buildings, and 
cash?” This is the action-learning11 aspect of the doctoral project for me. 
 
Synopsis 
Part One addresses the contexts involved in this project. Chapter 1 portrays  the 
cultural context of Grosse Ile, Chapter 2 gives an account of ministry context at GIPC, 
and Chapter 3 is a description of GIPC’s leadership. This includes the Session and the 
pastor.  
Part Two describes the project. Chapter 4 explains  the concept of adaptive 
challenge and how GIPC attempted and failed to identify adaptive challenges through the 
Missional Change Process. Chapter 5 is an overview of this doctoral project, which is a 
second attempt for Session to identify adaptive challenges through the five steps of 
practical theology, as set forth by Branson and Martinez.12 In Sharing Faith: A 
Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and Pastoral Ministry, Thomas 
Groome writes, “The overall theology of revelation in shared Christian praxis unfolded 
                                                          
11 Branson and Martinez, “A Practical Theology of Leadership,” 32. Branson and Martinez write, 
“As individuals and as groups, we engage our environment (praxis); then we step back and reflect on 
ourselves, our environment, and on available theories and information; then we reengage, based on a new 
understanding of ourselves and our context. This learning—this is knowledge—the action-reflection cycle 
that defines praxis-theory-praxis.”  
 
12 Ibid., 45. See also Alan Roxburgh, class notes from “Missional Leadership, Cohort C,” Fuller 
Theological Seminary, January 2007.  
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gradually as we review each of its movements.”13 This doctoral project traces the gradual 
unfolding of “God on the ground” as it emerges in the diffusion14 of missional 
imagination and the appropriation of God language within the Session. Chapter 7 gives 
an account of steps one through five.    
Part Three is theological and ministry reflection. Chapter 7 presents conclusions 
from this project. Chapter 8 is a summary of my personal and professional journey in 
becoming aware of “God on the ground” and a brief theological construction of the 
concept. “God on the ground” will be the foundation of my ministry. In the Summary and 
Challenges section, I identify how “God on the ground” is currently challenging churches 
like GIPC. These challenges are named in order to help shape my leadership development 
and practice going forward.   
                                                          
13 Thomas H. Groome, Sharing Groome: A Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and 
Pastoral Ministry (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1991), 158. 
 
14 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 81. Roxburgh and Romanuk write, “One 
important resource on which the model [Missional Change Model] is based is The Diffusion of Innovation 
by Everett Rogers. . . . His research shows that innovation and integration of a new idea in a system 
happens according to a particular pattern.” That pattern is diffusion. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE 
 
MINISTRY CONTEXT 
 
 
  
8 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1 
GROSSE ILE’S CULTURAL CONTEXT 
 
 “What’s next for us?” asked an elder at the meeting of Session. This chapter 
describes the cultural context of this question. Frameworks are the vehicle to account for 
GIPC’s cultural context. Roxburgh writes, “Frameworks are powerful connectional 
maps—or lenses—that we have developed inside our relational networks and through our 
training that determine how we see the world and thus shape our decisions about how to 
act and respond to what is happening around us.”1 Individuals and churches operate 
within the frameworks of certain epistemologies. These frameworks are the conceptual 
backgrounds and linguistic fields within which people live.2  
The concept of frameworks as discussed by Roxburgh connects to Charles 
Taylor’s “social imaginary,”3 Jürgen Habermas’s concept of “lifeworlds,”4 and Peter 
                                                          
1 Alan Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling (Eagle, ID: ACI Publishing, 2005), 46. 
 
2 Branson, “Interpretive Leadership,” 30.  
 
3 Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2004), 
23. Taylor writes, “By social imaginary, I mean something much broader and deeper than the intellectual 
schemes people may entertain when they think about social reality in a disengaged mode. I am thinking, 
rather, of the ways people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go 
on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative 
notions and images that underlie these expectations.”  
 
4 Jürgen Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 2: Lifeworlds and Systems, trans. 
Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1987). 
  
9 
Senge’s “mental models.”5 Branson writes, “These structures of meanings are assumed 
and largely unconscious.”6 Step One of the “Steps of Practical Theology” is to “name and 
decide your current praxis.”7 This includes surfacing and naming frameworks for 
consideration in order to see what is going on.8 
 Many of these frameworks are the product of late modernity.9 Following the 
reformations of the sixteenth century, new frameworks developed in Europe and then in 
North America. Nation-states were established and capitalism grew prominent, both 
establishing cultural narratives and social structures that included understandings of what 
is real, what it means to be a human being, and what human life is to be all about. Both 
demanded allegiance from adherents. In the context of nation-states and capitalism, late 
modernity is characterized by two controlling frameworks. The first is instrumental and 
critical reason,10 which posits a supposedly objective logic as the main determinant in 
                                                          
5 Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of the Learning Organization (New York: 
Doubleday/Currency, 1990), 8. Senge writes, “Mental models are deeply ingrained assumptions, 
generalizations, or even pictures or images that influence how we understand the world and how we take 
action.” 
 
6 Branson, “Interpretative Leadership,” 30. 
 
7 Mark Lau Branson and Juan Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership: A Practical 
Theology of Congregations and Ethnicities (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 45. 
  
8 Step One of the Steps of Practical Theology connects to the theological method of correlation 
elucidated by Paul Tillich in Systematic Theology: Volume One: Reason and Revelation Being and God 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951), 59-66. On page 61, Tillich writes, “In using the method 
of correlation, systematic theology proceeds in the following way: it makes an analysis of the human 
situation out of which existential questions arise, and demonstrates that the symbols used in the Christian 
message are answers to these questions.”  
 
9 Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People.” See also “A ‘Euro-Zone’ Crisis of the Euro-tribal 
Denominations: What Has to Change,” The Missional Network, www.themissionalnetwork.com (accessed 
February 17, 2015). 
 
10 Robert W. Jenson, “How the World Lost Its Story,” in First Things, March 2010, 
www.firstthings.com/article/2010/03/how-the-world-lost-its-story.com (accessed February 17, 2015). 
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understanding and decision making.11 The second is commodification of people, which 
reduces people to labels, categories, and objects. Both of these frameworks may lead to 
“destructive social practices . . . that desperately miss God.”12    
 The “first duty of a Christian leader,” writes Scott Cormode, “is to provide a 
Christian perspective, an interpretative framework, for people who want to live faithful 
lives.”13 Craig Van Gelder provides an important addition to this first duty: “The reading 
of context should not be limited to its demographics and sociology. It should also include 
a theological reading of this data.”14  
 
Grosse Ile’s Cultural Context 
Grosse Ile, Michigan is an island eighteen miles south of the city of Detroit. 
“Grosse Ile” is French for “large island.” Grosse Ile is an island at the mouth of the 
Detroit River and Lake Eire. The island is ten miles long and one mile wide. The Detroit 
River runs on both sides. Canada is across the river to the east; the United States 
mainland to the west. Ten thousand people live on Grosse Ile. Grosse Ile is accessible by 
two bridges, a toll bridge on the north side and a free bridge on the south. Grosse Ile is a 
stunning place. The island is lush, green, and enjoys a splendid variety of wildlife. Deer 
are present in every neighborhood and bald eagles nest on the island. The island was 
                                                          
11 Stephen Toulmin, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1990), 36. Toulmin writes, “In modernity, strategies and organizations of instrumental and 
critical reason dominate.” 
  
12 Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People.”  
 
13 Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense, x.  
 
14 Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2007), 63. 
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deeded in 1776. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, it was a rural, farming 
community. St. James Episcopal Church was the only church on the island until the 
twentieth century. In the mid-1800s, this church was a station on the Underground 
Railroad as the last stop before Canada. As part of the Detroit Metro Area, Grosse Ile 
residents have been significantly connected to the automotive industry throughout its 
history. This section describes the cultural context of Grosse Ile through the lens of the 
history of automobile manufacturing and the role of the automobile as a framework 
creator.   
 
Grosse Ile before Detroit’s Auto Boom 
The first gas-powered automobile in the United States was successfully developed 
by Charles and Frank Duryea.15 The Duryea brothers were soon joined by Henry Ford 
and Ransom Eli Olds. Their first automobiles were built in 1896. At this time of the 
beginning of automotive industry in Detroit, Grosse Ile became the place for summer 
cottages of automotive entrepreneurs. Henry Ford owned property on Grosse Ile as did 
the Olds family. The primary influence of the automobile in these early years was as a 
recreational vehicle for the affluent.16 Grosse Ile was a place of refuge.  
Even today, Grosse Ile has the feel of refuge. As you drive across one of the 
bridges on to the island, you have the sense of insulation, that Grosse Ile is protected 
from the rest of the world and its concerns. Because Grosse Ile is on the border of the 
                                                          
15 Richard P. Scharchburg, Carriages with Horses: J. Frank Duryea and the Birth of the American 
Automobile Industry (Warrendale, PA: Society of Automotive Engineers, Inc., 1993), as quoted in Craig 
van Gelder, “Effects of Auto-Mobility on Church Life and Culture,” Word & World 28, No. 3 (Summer 
2008): 238. 
 
16 Ibid.  
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United States, you also have sense of isolation in that you feel like you have come to a 
far-away place. 
 
Grosse Ile as a Suburb Created by the Auto Industry 
Henry Ford’s vision for an affordable, mass-produced automobile became a 
reality in 1908 with the introduction of the Model T. Ford was mechanical engineer by 
education and profession. He was also a social engineer. Ford’s goal was to manufacture 
a vehicle that would not only be a “recreational vehicle for the affluent,” but also 
affordable to the workers in his factory. Through mass production, Ford reduced the cost 
of manufacturing the Model T. In 1914, he stunned the world by more than doubling the 
daily wage for his workers to $5.00 a day, making it possible for them to own a small 
home and purchase an automobile. In the 1920s, cities, counties, and the state of 
Michigan developed public transportation policies to handle the vast amounts of 
automobiles coming into service.  
The Depression, however, thwarted additional growth in the automobile industry, 
as did World War II, when automobile factories were converted to military 
manufacturing. During World War II automobile manufacturers built jeeps, tanks, and 
airplanes for the United States war effort and amassed huge amounts of capital in the 
process. Following World War II, domestic automobile manufacturing grew unabated in 
southeastern Michigan. 
In his book, The (Magic) Kingdom of God: Christianity and Global Culture 
Industries, Michael Budde writes, “The Fordist era is commonly periodized as running 
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from 1945 to 1973.”17 Fordism is mass production techniques joined with scientific 
management and technology to enhance worker output, docility, and surveillance.18 In 
exchange for increasing wages and benefits, workers become more and more objectified 
and dehumanized. Their value was determined entirely by their labor. As a young pastor 
in Detroit, Reinhold Niebuhr wrote about the impact of the objectification and 
dehumanization on his parishioners and society in general in Leaves from a Notebook by 
a Tamed Cynic.19    
 The booming automobile industry created a new way to live in the United States. 
Cities, which had been defined by streetcar routes, were decentralized as automobile 
transportation became more readily available. Boundaries of livable areas expanded in 
many directions along new streets and thoroughfares constructed primarily for 
automobiles. The booming economy of the postwar years was accompanied by the 
birthing of the Baby Boom generation. In the 1950s, they all began to move to new 
housing developments known as the suburbs.20 In 1955, the federal decision to create a 
national network of interstate limited-access freeways led to further reshaping of the 
social geography of the United States and pushed the suburbs farther out, even to Grosse 
Ile.21 
                                                          
17 Michael Budde, The (Magic) Kingdom of God: Christianity and Global Culture Industries 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1997), 22. 
 
18 Ibid. 
 
19 Reinhold Niebuhr, Leaves from a Notebook by a Tamed Cynic, Rev. ed. (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1990).  
 
20 Van Gelder, “Effects of Auto-Mobility,” 242. 
 
21 Ibid., 243. 
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Suburbs were patterned to the scale of the automobile. They were built around the 
car as the primary means of transportation and accommodated non-motorized mobility 
modes only as minimally necessary. Suburbs promoted affordable, detached single-
family homes in driving proximity to a whole set of new institutional forms generated to 
serve suburban communities. In the 1950s, the suburb was described as the “American 
Dream.”22 The choice and identity offered by the automobile worked deeply to reinforce 
this dream. Increasingly, families moved to owning two cars to accommodate their 
transportation needs. 
 Grosse Ile developed as a suburb in the 1950s and 1960s. Most of the homes on 
the island were constructed during these decades. Detracted, single-family homes 
dominate the island. There are some condominiums, built after 1990, and a smattering of 
apartments. Each home is different and unique. Many sit on large wooded lots. Homes on 
either river bank or fronting Lake Erie exceed $1 million in value. Several waterfront 
homes are over $10 million. One banker said that in the 1980s and 1990s, homes on 
Grosse Ile were virtually unfordable. 
 As Grosse Ile grew as a suburb, the automobile shaped and influenced every facet 
of community life. Roads and bridges are the most visible structures on the island. The 
automobile is the primary, almost exclusive, form of transportation. Many neighborhoods 
do not have sidewalks. It is assumed that residents of Grosse Ile will drive off the island 
to work, shop for anything more than basic household groceries, and utilize sources of 
                                                          
22 David Halberstam and Tracy Dahlby, The Fifties (New York: Ballantine, 1994), 132-142, as 
cited in Van Gelder, “Effects of Auto-Mobility,” 242. 
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education and entertainment. On Grosse Ile, an automobile is requisite for functional 
cultural membership.  
 
Individualism, Consumerism, Exclusion 
 The automobile created the suburban way of life that embodies the frameworks of 
expressive individualism, consumerism, and exclusion. On suburban Grosse Ile, 
expressive individualism is the predominant understanding of human life and purpose.23 
Expressive individuals are encouraged to find their own way, discover their own 
fulfilment, and do their own thing. They are expected to be self-initiating, self-correcting, 
self-evaluating, and to be guided by a sense of personal vision.24 The suburban way of 
life supposes that each individual has the capacity for personal autonomy and authority. 
Each individual is presumed to be complete with little essential need of others. The 
modern, suburban self becomes a project; the project is self-authorship.25 The self 
becomes self-authenticating, meaning that it is the measure of its own purpose and 
fulfilment. The suburb emboldens individuals to write their own life stories rather than 
receive stories that make sense of the world and their place in it. The freedom of 
transportation the automobile affords strongly reinforces the framework of expressive 
individualism.     
                                                          
23 Taylor, A Secular Age, 299.  
 
24 Dwight J. Zscheile, The Agile Church: Spirit-Led Innovation in an Uncertain Age (New York: 
Morehouse Publishing, 2014), 20. 
 
25 Robert Kegan, In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1994), 152-53. 
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 On suburban Grosse Ile, consumerism is pervasive. Identity in the suburbs is 
fluid,26 created through consumer choices.27 Much of this takes places at the level of 
lifestyle. In the suburbs, people shape identity through a consumer-marketing culture that 
has elevated brands “far beyond claims of intrinsic usefulness toward higher aspirations 
of meaning and belonging.”28 Identities are marked by brands acquired and displayed, 
luxury items purchased and enjoyed, and a luxurious lifestyle maintained. The freedom of 
transportation the automobile provides reinforces the suburban culture of consumerism. 
 The suburban culture on Grosse Ile sustains patterns of exclusion. Grosse Ile is 
not culturally, racially, economically, or ethnically diverse. Grosse Ile is composed 
principally of middle- and upper-middle-class Caucasians with European background. 
Suburbs, especially in the Detroit Metro Area, grew rapidly during the 1950s and 1960s 
as Caucasian families fled the cities. Grosse Ile developed as a result of white flight. 
Grosses Ile is “Euro-tribal,”29 something of a sanitized people group. Charles Murray 
tracks how America segregates by class much more profoundly than it did fifty years 
ago.30 As wealth disparity has risen dramatically in the past decades, upper-class 
Americans have come to live in suburban enclaves such as Grosse Ile, surrounded by 
                                                          
26 Zscheile, The Agile Church, 16. 
 
27 Ibid., 17.  
 
28 Ibid. 
 
29 Roxburgh, “A Euro-Zone Crisis.” According to Roxburgh, “Euro-tribal” describes “religious 
groups that sprang from the European reformations of the 16th and 17th centuries which exported their 
religious life, in waves of colonization and immigration, to the ‘new world’ from that period up to early 
decades of the 20th century.” Migrations to the suburbs were similar. People of European descent left the 
city to live next door to other people of European descent in the suburbs. 
 
30 Charles Murray, Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960-2010 (New York: Crown 
Forum, 2012), as cited in Zscheile, The Agile Church, 19. 
  
17 
people with similar education and income levels. Murray writes, “They share a culture of 
achievement, luxury, power, and relative health and family stability that lower-class 
Americans find out of reach.”31 Grosse Ile is sealed off from its economically struggling 
neighbors and the diversity of the Detroit Metro Area. The freedom of the automobile 
makes this distance and separation possible.  
 
Narrative of Choice 
 Underlying the frameworks of expressive individualism, consumerism, and 
exclusion is a narrative of choice.32 Expressive individualism is about people making 
choices in every aspect of their lives. Consumerism fosters identify formation rooted in 
choice-narratives.33 The pattern of exclusion is not only on choosing where to live but 
also who the neighbors are. Zscheile explains, “If I were to summarize in one word the 
predominate shift affecting contemporary American religion and spirituality, it would be 
choice.”34 Because of the automobile, we live in a highly mobile world in which the 
stability provided by generations of extended family living in close proximity over time 
is now disrupted by economic displacement, desire for new opportunities, or seeking 
                                                          
31 Ibid. 
 
32 Peter Berger, The Heretical Imperative: Contemporary Possibilities of Religious Affirmation 
(Garden City, NY: Anchor Books Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1980), 10. Berger writes, “Now, one of the 
elements of modern consciousness that is very hard indeed to ‘think away’ is the one already mentioned – 
the multiplication of options. Put differently, modern consciousness entails a movement from fate to 
choice.” 
  
33 James Twitchell, Branded Nation: The Marketing of Megachurch, College Inc., and 
Museumworld (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004), 4-10. 
 
34 Zscheile, The Agile Church, 15.  
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different experiences. The concept of home has become provisional. The automobile 
created the suburbs and the dominant narrative in the suburbs is choice.  
 
Grosse Ile Is Ford Nirvana 
The main employer of many Grosse Ile residents is the Ford Motor Company. 
Most Grosse Ile residents work in upper-level Ford management and engineering.35 So 
many people are connected to Ford Motor Company that Grosse Ile has been called “Ford 
Nirvana.”  
“Ford Nirvana” paints an idealized portrait of Grosse Ile. Included in this portrait 
are the following: A high percentage of Grosse Ile residents have graduated degrees. 
Masters of Engineering and Business Administration degrees abound. There is an “island 
mentality” on Grosse Ile that creates a strong sense of connection and community. The 
school system is small and highly rated. There are two elementary schools, one middle 
school, and one high school. Families have ample opportunities to interact and get to 
know one another. The high school calendar serves as the community calendar. Families 
plan special events and vacations accordingly. Everyone knows almost everyone else on 
Grosse Ile. Personal and family news spreads quickly. Grosse Ile has one main street for 
business and commerce. On Macomb Street, there are two grocery stores, four 
restaurants, one hardware store, a clothes cleaner, a United States Post Office, and six 
banks or credit unions. It is possible to conduct most daily business on the island, but 
most residents go off island daily for shopping and services. A beautiful city park with a 
                                                          
35 There is an interesting linguistic phenomenon in the Detroit Area. Hourly employees, those who 
work in the factories on the line, speak of working at “Fords,” plural. Salaried employees, those who are 
mangers, administrators, and engineers, speak of working at “Ford,” singular. This linguistic distinction 
separates labor and management.  
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Gazebo is also on Macomb Street. Music concerts are held weekly there during the 
summer months. There are also two community parades—High School Homecoming and 
“Island Fest” in June. Grosse Ile has a small town atmosphere. 
There is a strong ecological awareness among Grosse Ile’s residents. A significant 
percent of Grosse Ile’s land has been set aside and designated as “open space.” It will 
never be developed and always remain as natural forest and habitat. Deer are prevalent on 
Grosse Ile as are coyotes and raccoons. Migratory birds follow the Canadian and 
mainland United States shoreline and travel directly over Grosse Ile. Bald eagles inhabit 
the island. Grosse Ile residents are well aware of the island’s unique ecology and seek to 
protect and preserve it. 
Boating and sailing are popular leisure activities for Grosse Ile residents. With the 
close proximity of the Detroit River and Lake Erie and ready access to the other Great 
Lakes, Grosse Ile is home to some of the best fresh water boating in the world. There are 
six yacht clubs on the island. Every Wednesday evening during the summer months, 
there are sailboat races just off Grosse Ile on Lake Erie. Most of these boats require a 
crew of eight to twelve. There are also several hundred private boat slips on the river 
banks and the canal that runs through the middle of the island. Grosse Ile is home to three 
golf courses. Many Grosse Ile residents have the disposable income to enjoy these 
luxurious leisure activities. In 2010, People magazine placed Grosse Ile at number thirty-
eight on its list of the one hundred best places to live in the United States. 
Grosse Ile is touted as the “safest community in Michigan.” Statistically, there is 
less crime on Grosse Ile than any other community in the state. Shortly after I arrived on 
Grosse Ile in July 2009, one of the banks on the island was robbed. To my surprise, the 
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Grosse Ile police did not go immediately to the bank. The Grosse Ile Police Station is 
located close to the free bridge on the south part of the island. Instead of responding to 
the alarm at the bank, the police sped to the free bridge and waited for an unfamiliar 
vehicle to attempt to cross the bridge to the United States mainland. The bank robber was 
promptly arrested. Grosse Ile residents see themselves as insulated. They also see 
themselves as isolated in that they have the ability to create distance between themselves 
and others.  
There are five churches on Grosse Ile. The largest is Scared Heart Roman 
Catholic Church. A Detroit area megachurch established a satellite congregation on 
Grosse Ile. Messages are presented there via video conference. In addition to GIPC, there 
is a Lutheran congregation and an Episcopal church. The Roman Catholic, Lutheran, 
Episcopal, and Presbyterian congregations all join together as Grosse Ile Interfaith. A 
number of interfaith events are planned each year and the congregations enjoy working 
together. Every four years, Grosse Ile Interfaith puts on the Boar’s Head Christmas 
Festival, a musical production with a cast of hundreds, exquisite costumes, and full 
orchestra. Almost ten thousand tickets were sold for the last Boar’s Head Festival.  
 
“The Great Unraveling” 
June 1, 2009 was the date General Motors declared bankruptcy. July 18, 2013 was 
the date the City of Detroit declared bankruptcy. These two dates signal “the great 
unraveling” of Ford Nirvana and late modernity.36   
                                                          
36 Alan J. Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking Church, Changing the World: The New Shape of the 
Church in Our Time (New York: Morehouse Publishing, 2015), 3-12. 
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The economic recession of 2009 to 2013 was devastating for the automobile 
industry. New auto sales had been declining for decades with the advent of foreign 
competition, but the Big Three auto companies in Detroit (General Motors, Ford, and 
Chrysler) were able to maintain relatively high levels of employment. In the mid-2000s, 
however, the global financial crises necessitated a significant reduction. The Big Three 
found themselves with too much inventory, too many employees, and way too much 
pension and health care costs. The Big Three, including Ford, laid off a significant 
percentage of its salaried management and engineering staff.37   
On June 1, 2009, the unthinkable happened.38 General Motors, the largest and 
wealthiest corporation in the world, declared bankruptcy. Chrysler followed shortly 
thereafter. Ford did not declare bankruptcy, but the narrative of the invincible and 
invulnerable Big Three auto companies was over. People who gave thirty years of their 
lives to work for these corporations in exchange for the security of excellent salaries, 
benefits, and pensions suddenly found themselves in jeopardy of losing all of it.  
                                                          
37 Executives and management people were laid off on Friday. Families would talk about how 
heart wrenching it was when the telephone rang mid-morning on Friday. That was the time a family 
member would call home and say, “They let me go. They gave me thirty minutes to clean out my desk. 
They escorted me to the door. I’m on my way home.” A top-notch engineer at Ford is a member of GIPC. 
He was assigned the responsibility of removing one thousand dollars out the cost of manufacturing a 
particular Ford vehicle. He spent months in study and research and was able to accomplish the task. On the 
day he reported his work to a Senior Vice President, he was terminated. When I arrived at GIPC in July 
2009, I invited people to join me at 4:00 pm most afternoons to walk around Grosse Ile. One of the regulars 
was a former Ford engineer who was younger than I am. His job at Ford was calculating the carburetor 
functions on every Ford vehicle. This is a specialized skill. I asked him how many people in the world 
could do that job. He said there were about twenty. I followed with, “How many of the twenty have jobs?” 
His response was, “About ten.”   
  
38 Roxburgh writes, “We are in world of the unthinkable where accepted categories of leadership 
and how things work can no longer be assumed.” Alan Roxburgh, “Entering the Unthinkable World,” The 
Missional Network, June 2009, www.themissionalnetwork.com (accessed February 17, 2015). 
  
22 
Detroit was also hit hard by the most recent economic recession. The city had 
been in decline for fifty years. Political corruption, “white flight,” and economic 
downturn had decimated the city.39 On July 18, 2013, the unthinkable happened again: 
the City of Detroit filed for bankruptcy, the largest municipality in the United States to do 
so.  
This a time of great unraveling. Roxburgh writes, “Unraveling captures the sense 
that things are coming apart at the seams and, no matter how hard we try to fix things 
with our existing skills and capacities, the unraveling continues.”40 The imagination of 
“Ford Nirvana” is no longer sustainable. Grosse Ile is no longer insulated or isolated from 
concerns of this world. Roxburgh writes, “This is a time of huge change and contested 
stories.”41 All the most basic, taken-for-granted systems of organization seem to be 
dissolving.42 Change is affecting the community and culture of Grosse Ile. The basic 
ways of life are being shaken, the world as Grosse Ile residents know it is becoming 
radically different, and there is not much that anyone can do about it. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
39 My wife, Marguerite, is a speech language pathologist employed by Detroit Public Schools. 
When she started twenty-two years ago, there were approximately 200,000 students attending 250 schools 
in the district. Today, there are about 60,000 students attending about 100 schools. 
 
40 Alan Roxburgh, “Moneyball: Adaptive Change at the Movies,” The Missional Network, 
February 1, 2012, http://themissionalnetwork.com/archives/leadership/moneyball-adaptive-change-at-the-
movies/ (accessed December 29, 2015). 
  
41 Alan Roxburgh, “Energiewende: A Future for Denominations,” The Missional Network, 
http://themissionalnetwork.com/why/what-were-discovering/energiewende/ (accessed December 29, 2015). 
 
42 Ibid. 
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Theology Embedded on Grosse Ile 
 The dominant narrative of choice does not lead to a deep and rich understanding 
of God. Life in suburban culture requires a kind of denial or exclusion of the profound 
questions of death, meaning, and purpose. People on Grosse Ile are haunted by the threats 
of meaninglessness and personal security. Even though they live in the “safest 
community in Michigan,” they are now anxious about economic and military security as 
well the status of their pensions and retirement savings. The downsizing of the 
automobile industry and the recent economic depression demonstrated that life in the 
suburbs is not secure on many levels. Economic shifts render suburban life deeply 
uncertain for almost everyone, even professionals who used to assume that their 
education and expertise would guarantee employment. With the individual self as the 
ultimate reference point and the extreme value placed on individual choice, “life is 
tenuous, fraught, and ultimately a lonely journey.”43  
 An understanding of God in this context is seen as one more choice. On suburban 
Grosse Ile, coming to God is essentially the achievement of individual decision. God is 
known through human election. This reduction to a decisionist44 understanding of God 
narrows God to a supreme being or higher power who only responds to individual 
choices.45  
                                                          
43 Zscheile, The Agile Church, 18. 
 
44 Alan Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2011), 156. 
 
45 M. Craig Barnes, Body & Soul: Reclaiming the Heidelberg Catechism (Grand Rapids, MI: Faith 
Alive Christian Resources, and Louisville, KY: Congregational Ministries Publishing, 2012), 16-17. Barnes 
writes, “If we believe in [the God of choices], we’ve reduced the Almighty to a lunch lady who stands 
behind the counter and dishes up made-to-order lives.” 
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 Suburban congregations are scaled to the choice narrative of the culture created 
by the automobile. The culture of Grosse Ile has created an automobilized Christianity. 
People cannot participate unless they have a car or have someone who is willing to 
transport them. 
Automobilized Christianity is placeless and de-contextualized. It is placeless in 
that the local neighborhood, the surrounding community, is irrelevant to its message and 
mission. It is de-contextualized in that there is little or no awareness of the people who 
live nearby, the concerns of the neighborhood, God’s presence, and what God is already 
doing within the congregation’s context. Automobilized Christianity is commodified 
Christianity. Its value is determined entirely by how it functions in an individual life.46 
The more profound issues of death, meaning, and purpose are unexplored. A sense of the 
agency of God is unknown. An understanding of the church as an agent of God’s mission 
is completely unfamiliar. In his 1962 book, The Suburban Captivity of the Churches, 
Gibson Winter wrote that the paralleling commodification of personal identity around the 
automobile, the suburb, and the suburban church epitomized the commodification of the 
American Dream, but increasingly it was found to have more style than substance.47 
Grosse Ile is a beloved place to live. Many of its residents have lived on the island 
their entire lives. Many of the children of residents return to live their lives on the island. 
GIPC does not exist in contrast but embodies the cultural context of the island. Grosse Ile 
                                                          
46 Ibid., 62. Barnes writes, “We are people of ‘rigorous pragmatism.’ So we use whatever works to 
get life to the right place—education, hard work, exercise, sex.  . . . Whatever works for you. . . . Why 
would anyone give up control of his or her life?” 
 
47 Gibson Winter, The Suburban Captivity of the Churches (New York: The MacMillian 
Company, 1962).  
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has been a safe, sanitized, and secularized suburb. The automobile made it so, but things 
are changing. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
MINISTRY CONTEXT 
 
 
GIPC is a stunning colonial structure that sits on a wooded campus on the north 
side of the island, just one block from East River, the most pretentious of addresses on 
Grosse Ile. There are almost six hundred members; approximately two thirds live on the 
island of Grosse Ile while the remaining one third reside off-island on the American 
mainland. There is a diversity of theological perspectives, from evangelical to liberal, 
within the congregation. Racially, ethnically, and economically, however, there is little 
diversity. The congregation is very active, strong, and has not suffered much of a decline 
in membership, participation, or giving, as have many mainline congregations in recent 
years. Worship attendance averages between 250 and 300. Even in the midst of a capital 
campaign and construction project, GIPC continued to be the largest mission-giving 
congregation in actual dollars within the Presbytery of Detroit.  
GIPC is the most influential congregation of the island. GIPC hosts many 
community events throughout the year and has the most extensive music program. The 
congregation is known as a wealthy congregation. GIPC has the largest and most newly 
updated facility on the island. Several GIPC members are among the most prominent 
island residents. While the congregation perceives itself as inviting and friendly, there are 
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those on the island who see the Presbyterian Church as stuffy and exclusive. This chapter 
describes the ministry and theological context of GIPC according to the formation triad 
developed by Mark Lau Branson.1 The formation triad includes congregational 
formation, spiritual formation, and missional formation. 
 
Congregational Formation 
The first element in the formation triad is congregational formation. Branson 
explains “congregational formation” as “the shaping of a specific, concrete, Christian 
community. Perhaps the term ‘social formation’ would be equally helpful.”2 This section 
explores the impact of the frameworks of expressive individualism, a corporatist 
mentality, and the mindset of Christendom in GIPC’s congregational formation. 
 
Expressive Individualism 
The framework of “expressive individualism,” evident in the culture of Gross Ile, 
is also a vivid aspect of the culture of the congregation of GIPC. Expressive 
individualism leads to a social imaginary of the local church as a “voluntary association.” 
GIPC is a voluntary association, which people opt into or out of depending on their 
personal interests, emotions, perception of benefits, and perceived needs. This highlights 
the framework of choice so common to suburbs. As a voluntary association, GIPC 
accepts a consumerist framework, which identifies both members and neighbors as a 
market. The church markets itself to members by presenting a broad range of activities, 
                                                          
1 Mark Lau Branson, “Ecclesiology and Leadership for the Missional Church,” in The Missional 
Church in Context, ed. Craig Van Gelder (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2007), 112-
115. See also Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 60-64. 
 
2 Ibid., 112. 
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programs, and ministries to choose from, often with no direct reference to God or 
Christian discipleship as a criterion for selection. The church also markets itself to 
neighbors with the same strategy with no hint of dialogue or relationship. People see the 
functional purpose of the church as meeting the individual needs and desires of its 
friends, members, and future members.3 GIPC is another form of media with contingents 
who make consumer choices related to the church, which is a vendor of religious, and 
sometimes not so religious, goods and services.4  
GIPC practices a strategy of attraction.5 The adjective “attractional” applies to a 
church that expects people to come in, have an experience of God, and find fellowship 
with others. An attractional church perceives its mission as attracting an ever-increasing 
                                                          
3 Roxburgh writes, “Throughout Western societies, and most especially in North America, there 
has occurred a fundamental shift in the understanding and practice of the Christian story. It is no longer 
about God and what God is about in the world; it is about how God serves and meets human needs and 
desires. It is about how the individual self can find its own purposes and fulfillment. More specifically, 
churches have become spiritual food courts for the personal, private, inner needs of expressive individuals. 
The result is a debased, compromised, derivative form of Christianity that is not the gospel of the Bible at 
all. The biblical narrative is about God’s mission in, through, and for the sake of the world and how God 
has called human beings to be part of God’s reaching out to that world for the purpose of God’s saving it in 
love. The focus of attention should be what God wants to accomplish and how we can be part of God’s 
mission, not how God helps us accomplish our own agendas.” Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling, 12-13.  
 
4 George Hunsberger writes, “In the North American setting, we have come to view the church as 
‘a vendor of religious services and goods.’” George Hunsberger, “Sizing Up the Church,” in Church 
Between Gospel and Culture, ed. by George R. Hunsberger and Craig Van Gelder (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1996), 337-340. Hirsch also writes, “In the modern and postmodern 
situation, the church is forced to play the role of being little more than a vendor of religious goods and 
services. And the end-users of the church’s services easily slip into the role of discerning, individualistic 
consumers, devouring the religious goods and services offered by the latest and best vendor. Worship, 
rather than being entertaining through creatively engaging the hearts and minds of the hearers, now 
becomes mere entertainment that aims at giving the participants transcendent emotional highs, much like 
the role of the ‘feelies’ in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, where people go to the movies merely to get 
a buzz.” Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2006), 109-110. 
 
5 Hirsch writes, “Attractional is the following: The building is central to the experience of church; 
leadership is by institutionally ordained clergy with a top-down structure; grace is institutionalized through 
sacraments only in church; church is perceived as central to society and surrounding culture; and 
evangelism is attracting people to come to the building.” Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways, 64. 
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number of people to come and see what is going on. The goal is to get people in the 
building.  
For many years of my ministry, I advocated this attractional framework as the 
mission of the church. The attractional church works hard to adjust programs and public 
meetings to cater to an unseen constituency. The assumption is that if the church gets its 
seating, parking, children’s programs, and music right, people will come. This posture 
assumes the church has a certain place in society. It assumes that people are looking for a 
church. Roxburgh says that the attractional imagination is “our default,” and he writes, “It 
has shaped us to believe we can just preach God’s vision and people will get on board. It 
has convinced us that of we build the right program with the best training and curriculum, 
‘they will come.’ It has formed us to believe that all we need to do is meet a felt need and 
then people will respond.”6  
 
Corporatist 
 
GIPC is a corporate church, according Van Gelder’s definition.7 The congregation 
was founded in 1957 by the old, well-established, and traditional Fort Street Presbyterian 
Church in downtown Detroit. In his book, The Ministry of the Missional Church, Craig 
Van Gelder writes that from 1920 to 1970, “thousands of organizational, denominational 
congregations were started. The logic of the corporate church was now coming to full 
                                                          
6 Alan J. Roxburgh and M. Scott Boren, Introducing the Missional Church: What It Is, Why It 
Matters, How to Become One (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2009), 55. The term “felt need” comes 
from Warren, The Purpose Driven Church. 
 
7 Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church, 73. Van Gelder asserts that this type of 
church “exists as an organization with a purposive intent to accomplish something on behalf of God in the 
world with this role being legitimated on a voluntary basis.” 
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expression as the good life of the American dream was packaged and commodified as the 
suburban ideal.”8  
Protestant churches in North America developed organizational systems, and out 
of these systems they developed roles for their leaders designed to make the organization 
thrive in the context of American society.9 The church borrows language and concepts 
from corporate culture and they become the principle metaphors for church life. The 
functional language across the church is corporatist language,10 such as strategic 
planning, accountability, separating the person from the job description, work plan, and 
mission statement. The values of corporate culture become the values of the church.  
The Presbyterian Church (USA) (hereafter, PCUSA) is a corporate denomination 
with hierarchical structure, explicit policies and procedures, and regionally focused 
regulatory accountability. As a congregation of the PCUSA, GIPC exhibits four values.11 
The first is an understanding that the purpose of the church is to deliver what people 
want. The second is an emphasis on an organizational structure with policies and 
procedures. The third is a culture that commodifies people. The fourth is “the abiding 
focus of leaders [on the church’s] internal life, in how to make it effective and successful 
in relationship to the religious marketplace.”12 Because so many GIPC members are 
                                                          
8 Ibid., 81. 
 
9 Alan Roxburgh, Class notes from “Missional Leadership Cohort C 2007 Seminar,” Fuller 
Theological Seminary, January 2007. This idea references a particular handout, titled, “A Theology of 
Missional Leadership, Part One: Framing a Theology of Missional Leadership”; see page 13. 
 
10 Alan J. Roxburgh, “Missional Leadership Cohort C 2010 Seminar” (lecture, Fuller Seminary, 
Pasadena, CA, January 14, 2009). 
 
11 Ibid. 
 
12 Roxburgh, “A Theology of Missional Leadership,” 7. 
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connected to the Ford Motor Company, the modern American organization model is 
readily accepted and replicated within the congregation. One Session member said, “We 
always know what’s going on at Ford organizationally, because we wind up trying here at 
GIPC.”13 When GIPC’s Nominating Committee calls new people to serve as elders on the 
Session, a specific and detailed job description for the position is provided. When retired 
elders talk about their time on Session, they talk about the job they did as the stewardship 
elder or the children’s nurture elder. In a corporate mentality, people are a means to an 
end. It does not matter who they are as long as they are fulfilling the corporate goals and 
objectives.  
 
Christendom 
The framework of Christendom is also evident at GIPC. The early Church had a 
contentious relationship with culture. It was illegal to be a follower of Jesus. Christians 
were routinely persecuted. That changed with the Emperor Constantine as Christianity 
became a state-sanctioned religion. For centuries, the Church’s relationship with culture 
was not contentious but complementary. Branson and Martinez write, “Christendom is 
the historical situation in which national structures and church structures are interwoven 
and participants assume that government, churches, and citizens share a broad agenda.”14 
The PCUSA has its roots in Protestant European Christendom. There are no official state 
churches in the United States as there are in Europe, but there is still a strong sense that 
America is a Christian nation. Branson and Martinez explain that even though “many of 
                                                          
13 Ron Case, interview by author, Grose Ile, MI, May 20, 2013. 
 
14 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 67. 
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the structures of establishment are gone, the ethos of establishment remain.”15 GIPC 
continues to strategize and act as if it was the center of the culture, as if non-members are 
interested in what is happening at the church, as if people in the community care about 
what the church has to say about important issues, as if the neighbors are listening to our 
statements on political or societal issues, and as if GIPC’s values are concentric with the 
culture’s values.  
Recently, the Grosse Ile School District scheduled its Spring Music Concert on 
Ash Wednesday. Almost every family in the church had a student participating in the 
concert which made them unavailable to join our Ash Wednesday services. A few GIPC 
people were aghast that school officials would schedule such a conflict, but most did not 
see it as a conflict at all.  
 
Spiritual Formation 
The second element in the formation triad is spiritual formation. Branson writes, 
“Spiritual formation is about attending to God, learning about God’s activities and 
character, and participating in God’s life and initiatives.”16 This section discusses the 
notion that an understanding of God known through human choices reduces the Christian 
faith to Moral Therapeutic Deism.17 It also considers the fact that GIPC does not have a 
compelling theological vision. 
 
                                                          
15 Ibid. 
 
16 Ibid., 62.  
 
17 Christian Smith and Melinda Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).  
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Moral Therapeutic Deism 
 There are five central tenets of Moral Therapeutic Deism. The first is that a God 
exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life. The second is that 
God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and by 
most world religions. The third is that the central goal of life is to be happy and to feel 
good about oneself. The fourth is that God does not need to be particularly involved in 
one’s life except when he is needed to resolve a problem. The fifth is that good people go 
to heaven when they die.18 Moral Therapeutic Deism operates in the background, 
invisible in the church. It is aimed at making individuals feel good about themselves and 
resolving personal problems. God is disengaged from everyday life, unless a problem 
arises. 
The God of Moral Therapeutic Deism is innocuous. The horizon of God’s activity 
does not extend beyond the self. God does not call people to service and discipleship. 
God does not gather people together in communities of witness and service. God is not 
involved in human history working for justice and peace. God does not have plans for a 
future beyond individual redemption and salvation. This is a God who makes no 
demands, does not issue challenges, and does not encourage people to grow in 
discipleship except by solving their problems and meeting their needs. This is not a God 
of depth, coherence, and discipline. 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
18 Ibid., 162-163. 
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No Compelling Theological Vision 
 GIPC does not have a compelling theological vision for what the local church is 
and what a local church can do.19 GIPC’s social imaginary has been vulnerable to 
frameworks of individualism, corporatism, and the Christendom mindset. This has led to 
confusion and defensiveness as a result of a lack of theological clarity. The cost of this 
absence of theological vision is especially high as the culture of “Ford Nirvana” fades. 
Church members do not have a sense of the core, identifying convictions and 
commitments of Christian faith and the convictions and commitments that cause the 
church to be the church and distinguish it from the special interest groups, social clubs, 
political parties, and service clubs that are also part of the Grosse Ile community.20   
When people speak of God at GIPC, they speak of God at as a comfort in grief 
and a guiding presence in their lives. A sense of God’s active immediacy and dynamic 
personal presence, however, is absent. The concept of the Trinity is superfluous. An 
understanding of God’s agency is not present. For the most part, the understanding of 
God that is prevalent at GIPC is the God of modernity.21 Roxburgh writes, “The God of 
                                                          
19 Daniel L. Migliore, “The Missionary God and the Missionary Church,” The Princeton Seminary 
Bulletin (1998): 16. 
 
20 Ibid. 
  
21 Toulmin writes, “In modernity, strategies and organizations of instrumental and critical reason 
dominate.” Toulmin, Cosmopolis, 36. Roxburgh also writes, “The God of modernity is the God of an 
ordered, knowable, predictable universe who is understood by breaking the concept down into parts. The 
dominance of reason and the breaking down of God into parts reduces the understanding of God to the 
abstract and subjective sphere of human existence.” Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making, 65. 
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modernity is shaped by deeply embedded defaults of privatized, affective individuality as 
well as consumer pragmatics around serving a self-actualizing self.”22  
 
Missional Formation 
The third element in the formation triad is missional formation. Branson writes, 
“[Missional formation] refers to how God shaped a church to participate in God’s love 
for the world.”23 As agents of the kingdom of God, churches engage the people and 
powers of their context. This section describes missional formation at GIPC according to 
the Three-Zone Model24 and the Missional Readiness Survey.25 
 
Three Zone Model 
The Three Zone Model illustrates organizational culture in relationship to 
context.26 The three zones are Emergent/Green Zone, Performative/Blue Zone, and 
Reactive/Red Zone. Each zone forms its own culture, social imaginary, and leadership 
imagination. Each zone has two sections, upper and lower, with its own characteristics 
and leadership challenges.27 See Appendix 1 for an overview of the Three Zone Model 
                                                          
22 Roxburgh, “Practices of Christian-Life – Forming and Performing a Culture,” Journal of 
Missional Practice 1 (Autumn 2012), http://journalofmissionalpractice.com/practices-of-christian-life-
forming-and-performing-a-culture/ (accessed December 29, 2015). 
  
23 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 63. 
  
24 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 40-60. 
  
25 See The Missional Network, “360 Surveys,” http://themissionalnetwork.com/how/resources/ 
360-surveys/ (accessed December 29, 2015). The new name for the Missional Readiness Survey is the 
“Church 360.”  
 
26 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 41, see Figure 3.1. The description of the Three 
Zone Model in this section is a summary of Roxburgh and Romanuk’s model.  
 
27 Ibid. 
  
36 
with a theological component to each zone, attempting to describe the operative 
understanding of God. 
The sequence of the Three Zone Model begins in the lower Emergent/Green 
Zone.28 As the church forms and begins to sustain, it creates habits, practices, and 
structures and moves into the upper Performative/Blue Zone. At some point, the church 
moves into the upper Reactive /Red Zone. Here the church has become regulative. The 
habits, practices, and structures are not adequate for the changes that are occurring at the 
interface of the church and its context. As the church enters the upper Reactive/Red Zone, 
anxiety encourages people to attempt to return to the Performative/Blue Zone. This 
reactive impulse is grounded in the mistaken confidence that reifying old habits, 
practices, and structures will make the comforts of the Performative/Blue Zone return. At 
another point, the losses, conflicts, and anxieties of the upper Reactive/Red Zone come to 
a crisis and the church moves into the lower Reactive/Red Zone in a state of confusion. If 
the church and it leadership learn new capacities for discerning God’s agency in the 
world and in the Church, it may move into the lower Performative/Blue Zone. As the 
church becomes transitional, develops experiments, and continues to learn new capacities 
for reciprocity with context, it moves into the upper Emergent/Green Zone.  
GIPC is just entering the upper Reactive/Red Zone. The church has had a long run 
of excellent performance. But things are beginning to change. Even though there is an 
influx of young families, the average age of the congregation is increasing. Even though 
worship attendance remains strong, it has leveled off to a maintenance level. Even though 
                                                          
28 Mark Lau Branson, “A Missional Church Process: Post-Intervention Research,” Journal of 
Religious Leadership 13, No. 1 (Spring 2014): 107-108. 
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there is stronger emphasis on mission and mission giving, reciprocal relationships do not 
develop. People are beginning to realize that the world is changing and the church is not. 
They are beginning to look back to a time in the history of the church when it was the 
center of culture on Grosse Ile and wish for that time to return. But they also know there 
is no returning. GIPC’s Pastor Emeritus returned to preach and lead worship a few years 
ago. He served this congregation for thirty-eight years from 1959 to 1997. As he was 
getting ready for worship, he said to me, “You know, when I was here, all we had to do 
was open the doors and people came. That’s not true anymore.” GIPC is just entering the 
Reactive/Red Zone. It is time for us to learn new capacities to engage God’s mission in 
our community. 
 
Missional Readiness Survey 
 The Missional Readiness Survey provides snapshot of how the congregation “sees 
itself right now relative to readiness for mission.”29 The uniqueness of the Missional 
Readiness Survey is that unlike other such instruments that measure internal 
congregational life, the Missional Readiness Survey gives us a picture of how our 
congregation perceives its relationship with community and context. The church and 
various groups in the church are seen in the light of four typologies. The first is reactive. 
A reactive church that knows much has changed but has decided it will turn in and 
protect itself from what is going on outside. The second is developmental. A 
developmental church recognizes that the community about it has changed dramatically 
                                                          
29 Alan Roxburgh, The Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide (Eagle, ID: Allelon International, 
2008), 3. 
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and seeks to reach out by improving what they are already doing. The third is transitional. 
A transitional church recognizes that no matter how much they improve what they are 
doing, people will not come to it just because it is a church. The fourth is 
transformational. After a long period of discovery, a transformational church becomes 
committed to a way of life shaped by its traditions and, at the same time, focuses on 
engaging its changing context and the people of its community to communicate good 
news.30  
The Missional Readiness Survey was conducted at GIPC in April 2010. 
Invitations to participate were sent three times via email to all GIPC members and 
friends. Invitations with the Internet link to the survey were placed in the Sunday bulletin 
the first three Sundays of the month of April. The first Sunday, April 4, was Easter. 
GIPC’s Communications Committee set up laptop computers in the fellowship hall for 
people to take the survey. People were able to complete the survey during the education 
hour between services and during fellowship hour after the second service. In all, 110 
people responded. This number is approximately 20 percent of the membership and 33 
percent of the average worship attendees. 
Respondents to the survey are divided into five groups. The first is GOV: current 
members of Session. The second is LDR: current, active leaders such as deacons, 
committee members, and teachers. The third is MEM: GIPC members of three years or 
longer. The fourth is NEW: GIPC members of fewer than three years. The fifth is OTH: 
none of the above. 
                                                          
30 Roxburgh, Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide, and Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the 
Missional Church, 123-133.  
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“Developmental” 
Each group scored higher in “The Developmental View” for each factor than any 
other view. The Missional Readiness Survey pictures GIPC as “developmental” in every 
category. The designation “developmental” is consistent with an attractional church.31 As 
a developmental congregation, GIPC relates to its context by producing programs and 
ministries that seek to appeal to neighbors and community and draw them into the 
church. Roxburgh and Boren write, “The social system inside the church is one that 
assumes most of what they are doing is right but it’s just not being marketed well.”32 The 
culture of the GIPC congregation does not encourage questions regarding the way things 
are functioning. The GIPC culture affirms that the best strategy to improve ministry and 
mission is to improve what is already going on.   
The primary understanding of God for a developmental church is a God who is 
known passively33 in the formal and informal processes and policies of church 
government and the structures of functional ecclesiology. This is a God of order and 
tradition. The main mission of congregation and church systems with this prevalent 
understanding of God is to preserve what has been and to keep things going for as long as 
                                                          
31 Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional Church, 127. 
 
32 Ibid. 
 
33 Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways, 110. Hirsch writes, “Ninety percent or more of the people who 
attend [an attractional church] are passive. In other words, they are consumptive. They are passive 
recipients of the religious goods and services being delivered largely by professionals in a slick 
presentation and service.” 
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possible. Missing is a grasp of the active agency of God or an appreciation that God is 
just as active in the neighborhood, the community, and the world as in the church.34  
 
                                                          
34 Roxburgh writes, “Most proposals for Christian practice assume the only place where God can 
be present is in our churches.” Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People.”  
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CHAPTER 3 
 
GIPC’S LEADERSHIP CONTEXT 
 
 
 “What’s next for us?” the elder asked at a meeting of the Session. The concept of 
eldership, the role of Session, and the subject of church leadership are important 
contextual factors of this question. This chapter explores the leadership context at GIPC, 
including both leadership structures and legitimating narratives.  
 
Presbyterian Church (USA) 
GIPC is a member of the PCUSA. The formal structures of leadership are outlined 
in The Book of Order: The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U. S. A.).1 This 
section briefly outlines the PCUSA leadership structure and authority.2   
                                                          
1 Presbyterian Church (U. S. A.), General Assembly, The Book of Order 2015-2017: The 
Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U. S. A.) Part II (Louisville, KY: Presbyterian Church (U. S. A.), 
2015). The Book of Order, abbreviated as BOO, does not have page numbers. Instead each paragraph is 
lettered and numbered. References from the Book of Order will be cited by paragraph designation.  
 
2 This outline is informed by Alyson Janke, “10 Things Ruling Elders Should Know,” 
Presbyterian Outlook, August 5, 2015, http://pres-outlook.org/2015/08/10-things-ruling-elders-should-
know (accessed January 1, 2016). 
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The Book of Order states that God calls particular people to specific leadership 
functions.3 There are three offices of ordered ministry within the PCUSA: ruling elders, 
teaching elders or pastors, and deacons are all ordained.4 It is important to note that the 
word “clergy” does not appear in The Book of Order. The three ordained offices are equal 
in status in that there is no formal distinction between “clergy” and “lay” people in the 
PCUSA. The Book of Order does not contain the terms “clergy” or “lay people.” 
The government of the PCUSA is representative.5 It is neither congregational nor 
episcopal.6 Presbyterians authorize groups of members, elected by the people, to govern 
the church. Few decisions are made by single individuals and few decisions are made by 
vote of the congregation.  
Four councils or governing bodies form the structure of the PCUSA. The Session 
is the governing body of a local congregation. Session is made up of ruling elders and the 
teaching elder/s. Presbytery is a regional governing body composed of representatives 
from all congregations in the area. Commissioners to Presbytery are equal numbers of 
ruling elders and teaching elders. Synod is an even larger governing body. General 
Assembly is the national governing body. The formal structure of the PCUSA is a “hub 
and spoke” structure.7  
                                                          
3 BOO G-2.01 and G-2.0101.  
 
4 BOO G-2.0101. 
 
5 Ibid. 
 
6 Loosely defined, congregational types of churches deliberate and decide issues in congregational 
meetings. Episcopal types of churches authorize bishops to make decisions for the life of the church.  
 
7 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 111-123. Roxburgh writes, “As an organizational model it 
functions within a movement, back and forth, between center and periphery.” 
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The task of responsibility of those who serve in ordered ministry is to seek to 
“find and represent the will Christ”8 according to their own conscience.9 They do not 
represent any particular constituency and they are not to attempt to represent the majority 
opinion of the people who elect them. Governing bodies within the PCUSA deliberate 
and decisions are made by voting. After opportunity for discussion and discernment, “a 
majority shall govern.”10 Governing bodies within the PCUSA use the most recent 
edition of Robert’s Rules of Order, newly revised as parliamentary authority.11 
The Presbyterian Church is a constitutional Church in that Presbyterians exercise 
“a disciplined concern for order.”12 And the Presbyterian Church is a connectional 
church. The four levels of structure form a web of relationships in which the lower 
governing bodies are accountable to higher governing bodies.   
The legitimating narrative that is embodied in the structure and authority of the 
Presbyterian Church is connected to the myth of American’s founding and established 
church culture. Roxburgh writes, “A legitimating narrative is an overarching story that 
provides a group [a small unit or a whole society] with a way to express its underlying 
value, beliefs, and commitments about who they are and how life is to be lived. . . . 
Structures and organizations function in ways that authorize the core narratives of a 
                                                          
8 BOO F-3.0204. 
 
9 BOO F-3.0101 and G-2.0105. 
 
10 BOO F-3.0205. 
 
11 Henry M. Robert et al., Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, 11th ed. (Cambridge, MA: Da 
Capo Press, 2011). 
 
12 BOO F-2.08. 
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group or society.”13 The PCUSA traces its roots to the Protestant Reformation of the 
sixteenth century. John Calvin gathered students in Geneva, Switzerland. One of them 
was John Knox, who brought Calvin’s understanding of Reformed Christian faith back to 
his native Scotland. From Scotland, Reformed Christianity spread throughout England 
and Ireland. Colonists, escaping persecution and looking for freedom to practice their 
faith, brought it North America.  
Presbyterians and other Reformed congregations were well established in the 
colonies prior to 1776. “Who Are We Presbyterians,” a video introduction to the PCUSA, 
takes note of Presbyterian involvement in the American Revolution in the following three 
ways.14 First, every Presbyterian congregation and pastor in the colonies supported the 
cause of American freedom from England. Second, the only pastor to sign the 
Declaration of Independence was a Presbyterian, John Witherspoon. Third, the King of 
England described the colonist bid for independence as the “Presbyterian Revolt” 
because it looked as if the colonists were attempting to establish a government based on 
the Presbyterian form of government.15 
The American Revolution established the Presbyterian Church at the center of 
American culture. Because of the similarities in government, the connections in 
leadership, the distrust of authority residing in individuals, the emphasis on group 
decision making, and the authority of a constitution, the Presbyterian Church and 
                                                          
13 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 32. 
 
14 PCUSA General Assembly Council, “Who Are We Presbyterians” (video). 
 
15 Ibid. 
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American culture and government confirmed, validated, and legitimized each other. This 
is the formal ecclesiology of the PCUSA. 
 
Grosse Ile Presbyterian Church 
 More prominent at GIPC than the formal ecclesiology is the informal 
ecclesiology, with the legitimating narrative of the American corporation.16 
Managerialism is a product of late modernity.17 This was the dominant leadership 
framework for congregations well established in American culture. Alasdair MacIntyre 
defines managerialism with two assumptions: first, “the existence of a domain of morally 
neutral fact about which the manager [or leader] is to be the expert,” and second, “the 
ability to identify and utilize law-like generalizations about human and institutional life 
sufficient to mold, influence and control the social environment.”18 Roxburgh also paints 
a detailed portrait of the leadership framework of managerialism: “The leadership 
functions are performative, operational, and optimize performance. The organizational 
culture is hierarchies, bureaucracies, managers/experts, top down flow, alignment around 
plan, and linear. The environment is stable, predictable, and developmental.”19 
MacIntyre’s definition and Roxburgh’s portrait show that managerialism is about 
                                                          
16 Roxburgh writes, “The dominant form of organizational life shaping denominations is the 
corporate denomination.” Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 43. 
 
17 Branson, “A Missional Church Process.” 
 
18 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 77. 
 
19 Alan Roxburgh, as quoted in Branson, “A Missional Church Process.” 
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control.20 Strategy, management, and planning are practices of control. They may take the 
forms of targeted marketing efforts, programs designed to entice religious consumers to 
take part in a church ministry or program, or aligning efforts to push church members 
toward a vision or mission set forth by a church leader or governing body.21 The purpose 
is to accomplish predictable results with a minimum of risk. Strategy and management 
work as people are commodified, reduced to the roles they play or the functions they 
perform to serve the needs and goals of the organization.  
The teaching elder who asked the question, “What’s next for us?” was a retiree of 
Ford Motor Company. The assumptions of managerialism are implied in the question. 
More than likely, he was expecting an answer within the framework of managerialism, 
such as,  
Let’s put together a task force of the Session that will develop a long-range plan 
for GIPC. We’ll explore best practices of churches our size. We’ll survey our 
congregations and determine their needs and dreams for our church. We’ll 
develop a vision, a picture of a preferred future, of what we can do based on what 
the congregation is telling us. We’ll articulate a mission statement. We’ll establish 
goals and objectives as steps to achieve our vision. We’ll align our resources to 
our goals and objectives. And we’ll encourage everyone in the congregation to 
join our vision. 
 
 
Teaching Elder Leadership at Grosse Ile Presbyterian Church 
 In 2011, The Book of Order changed so that “minister of Word and Sacrament” 
was no longer the preferred way to speak of the pastoral office. “Minister” and “pastor” 
                                                          
20 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 89. Roxburgh writes, “The underlying dynamic driving the 
formation of modernity’s legitimacy was the need to form a world characterized by nonambiguity, 
predictability, control, and efficiency.” 
 
21 Dwight Zscheile, People of the Way: Renewing Episcopal Identity (New York: Morehouse 
Publishing, 2012), 30.  
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were replaced with “teaching elder.” The intention was to convey that the PCUSA is 
governed by not by “pastors” and “elders,” but by two kinds of “elders”: “teaching 
elders” and “ruling elders.” The change in title from “minister” to “teaching elders” was 
supposed to communicate equality and collegiality. In addition, the change in title also 
names the central function of a “teaching elder” as follows: “Teaching Elders (also called 
ministers of Word and Sacrament) shall in all things be committed to teaching the faith 
and equipping the saints for the work of ministry (Eph. 4:12).”22 This is the formal 
understanding of Presbyterian pastoral leadership.  
 The functional framework for pastoral leadership at GIPC is quite different. 
GIPC’s framework for pastoral leadership is managerial and therapeutic. The pastor is 
expected to be the resident expert of administration.23 The pastor is expected to attend 
every meeting and event. He or she is expected to be in the office during all office hours 
and give constant supervision to staff church and volunteers. The pastor is expected to be 
the main resource agent for a series of ministries and programs focused in and around the 
church facility and often to manage the facility itself. The pastor is involved in every 
major decision and provides solutions for every major issue. He or she is expected to be 
the champion and primary support for everyone’s specific ministry and program. The 
pastor’s vision is expected to be compelling and controlling.  
                                                          
22 BOO, G-2.0501. 
 
23 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 12-13. See Table 1.1, “Operating Models of 
Leadership.” 
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The leadership framework is therapeutic in that the pastor is expected to deliver 
pastoral care for all the people of the congregation.24 He or she is expected to be present 
as needed. The pastor is expected to shape his or her time, energy, and focus on people’s 
“need” and “pain” agenda. The pastor is expected to be the negotiator of personal 
conflict. The pastor is expected to deliver difficult messages to family members, such as, 
“Please tell my mother it’s time to stop driving,” or “Mom and Dad need to move into 
assisted living. They won’t listen to us. Will you please make it happen?” As pastor of 
GIPC, I am expected to know all that is going on with people in the congregation and to 
share that information when requested.  
In his book, The Missional Church and Leadership Formation, Craig Van Gelder 
reviews the last 250 years of American history, listing the prevailing models of pastoral 
leadership.25 These include the following: “resident theologian” during the colonial 
period; “gentleman pastor” during the early 1800s; “churchly pastor” in the 1800s to mid-
1900s; “pastoral director” during the post-World War II period; “therapeutic pastor” 
during the 1970s-1980s; and “entrepreneurial leader” during the 1990s and early 2000s.26 
GIPC was founded in 1957. The first two pastors of the church were educated and formed 
during the “pastoral director” period. Van Gelder writes, “This was the model of the 
pastor as manager of a local franchise of the corporate denomination.”27 This was the 
                                                          
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Craig Van Gelder, ed., The Missional Church and Leadership Formation: Helping 
Congregations Develop Leadership Capacity, Missional Church Series (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 42. 
 
26 Ibid. 
 
27 Ibid. Roxburgh also writes, “The model was, basically, the idea of pastor as manager. The 
legitimating narrative said, ‘If one manages well the systems, processes and programs handed down from 
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time of rapid industrial expansion in the Detroit Area with the growth of the automobile 
industry and suppliers. Managers were cultural heroes. As pastoral directors, the first two 
pastors managed the congregation and established a framework of management for the 
pastors who followed them. The next two pastors, myself included, were educated and 
formed as “therapeutic pastors.”28 Clinical Pastoral Education, which involves training in 
pastoral care and counseling, was required during our seminary years.  
 When I was in the interview process to become Pastor/Head of Staff at GIPC, the 
Pastor Nominating Committee asked me two types of questions, managerial and 
therapeutic. Managerial questions included, “How would I deal with a conflict situation?” 
“How would I pay off mortgage debt?” and “How do I build a church budget?” 
Therapeutic questions included, “Do I make hospital visits regularly?” “Do I counsel 
couples before marriage?” and “What would you say to non-members who wish to have 
their baby baptized at GIPC?” It is notable that these are all “how to” questions about 
method and technique. They are questions posed by rational individuals who exemplify 
late modernity.29 Because I answered according to the managerial and therapeutic 
framework for pastoral leadership, the Pastor Nominating Committee called me to the 
position of Pastor/Head of Staff at GIPC.  
                                                          
the experts and professionals in the corporate denominations and their training schools, then good things in 
life will be ours.’ For some fifty years or more this legitimating narrative, and its organization structures, 
was successful.” Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 76. 
 
28 Roxburgh writes, “From the 1960s forward the notion of pastor as counselor (the therapeutic 
approaches of human potential movement focused on self-actualization and development of the 
autonomous self) became the dominant metaphor for pastoral care.” Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 75. 
 
29 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 88. 
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 Managerialism has considerable formative power.30 Managerialism has the 
capacity to shape attitudes, dispositions, and ways of inhabiting the world. The elder who 
asked the question, “What’s next for us?” did so from within the framework of his world. 
Nonetheless, managerialism competes with missional imagination.   
 Roxburgh and Romanuk write, “A missional church is a community of God’s 
people who live into the imagination that they are, by their very nature, God’s missionary 
people living as a demonstration of what God plans to do in and for all creation in Jesus 
Christ.”31 This important definition of missional church emphasizes the imagination as 
the instrument of revelation, inspiration, and motivation. Roxburgh and Romanuk 
continue, “Leadership is cultivating an environment that innovates and releases the 
missional imagination present among a community of God’s people.”32 The managerial 
and therapeutic frameworks for pastoral leadership are insufficient because they do not 
cultivate, fund, or activate the missional imagination of the GIPC’s Session or 
congregation. The managerial and therapeutic leadership framework reduces an 
understanding of God and what God is doing in our world.33 Roxburgh concludes, “This 
means that we must confront the defaults of management and control that signify, 
                                                          
30 Michael Budde, “The Rational Shepherd: Corporate Practices and the Church,” Studies in 
Christian Ethics 21.1 (2008): 99. 
 
31 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, xv.   
 
32 Ibid., 5. 
  
33 Darrell Guder, The Continuing Conversion of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000), 97-119. Guder writes, “Reduction + Control = Reductionism. . . . 
Reductionism is at work when we as human witnesses are no longer aware of our own reductions of the 
gospel.” Guder, Continuing Conversation, 100-101. 
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fundamentally, a functional atheism.”34 What has been lost is a sense of the agency of 
God.35   
  
                                                          
34 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 102. 
  
35 Van Gelder and Zscheile write, “Modernity tended to render the Trinity superfluous, and, along 
the way, removed a sense of God’s dynamic immediacy and personal presence from the cosmos.” Van 
Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 104. 
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THE PROJECT 
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CHAPTER 4 
ADAPTIVE CHALLENGES AT GROSSE ILE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
 
 “What’s next for us?” asked the ruling elder. This chapter identifies the adaptive 
challenge embedded in this question and provides an overview of this doctoral project, 
which addresses that adaptive challenge. This chapter also presents the initial attempt at 
implementing the Missional Change Process within the church. 
 
The Concept of Adaptive Challenge 
 The distinction between technical and adaptive challenges is important for this 
project.1 Technical and adaptive challenges require different approaches. Technical 
challenges may be difficult but are within the understanding and capacities of the current 
organizational structure and paradigm. Adaptive challenges require people to move 
toward a future they cannot see.2 An adaptive challenge requires more than setting new 
priorities or developing new programs. It cannot be addressed by incremental adjustments 
or improvements of current practices. An adaptive challenge requires new learning. 
                                                          
1 Ronald Heifetz, Leadership without Easy Answers (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1994), 73-77. 
  
2 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures and Leadership, 222. 
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Heifetz asks, “Does making progress on this problem require changes in people’s values, 
attitudes, or habits of behavior?”3 If so, the challenge is adaptive. Heifetz and Linsky 
suggest several important distinctions between technical and adaptive challenges, as seen 
in Table 4.1.4 
 
Table 4.1. Technical versus Adaptive Challenges 
Technical Adaptive 
Clear Goals Murky future 
Known methods/expertise New learning 
Manageable change Unpredictable and uncontrollable change 
Current resources Unidentified resources  
Familiar roles and abilities Unfamiliar roles and abilities 
Adequate competencies Competencies not developed 
 
Source: Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 55-62. 
 
 
Engaging the Session and Congregation 
I came to GIPC in the role of Pastor/Head of Staff in July 2009. Although 
technical and adaptive language was not used, the session and congregation conceived of 
their new pastor as mainly addressing technical issues. In the pastoral leadership triad of 
                                                          
3 Heifetz, Leadership without Easy Answers, 87.  
 
4 Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line (Boston: Harvard Business Press, 
2002), as referenced in Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 155, as well as in Branson and Martinez, 
Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 223. 
  
55 
relational, interpretative, and implemental leadership, relational leadership was the first 
priority because a context of trust is necessary for interpretative and implemental 
leadership to take place. Roxburgh writes, “Trust is what makes it possible for people to 
agree to journey in a new direction.”5 At my previous congregation, St. Timothy 
Presbyterian Church of Livonia, Michigan, my score for “Develops Trust” on the 
Missional Leadership PastorLeader Survey was 97.1 percent.6 I hoped to translate this 
capacity into my new ministry context. During my first year at GIPC, I spent lots of time 
“sitting at table” and “eating and drinking whatever they provide” (Luke 10:7) with GIPC 
members.7  
 
An “Aha!” Moment 
 At one of those meals, a GIPC elder, who had completed a program in spiritual 
direction at San Francisco Theological Seminary, described the spirituality of the 
congregation as “functional atheism.”8 This was an “aha” moment for me personally and 
                                                          
5 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 127. 
 
6 St. Timothy Presbyterian Church, Livonia, MI, “PastorLeader Survey for St. Timothy 
Presbyterian Church” (survey completed by the congregation, April 2009). The “PastorLeader Survey” is 
published by The Missional Network. 
  
7 Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood, 142-145. The title of this chapter is, 
“Eating and Drinking What Is Placed before Us.” 
 
8 This phrase was used quite frequently in the Missional Leadership Cohort C seminars and is used 
in current literature as well. Roxburgh writes, “I am aware of how often over the past year I have listened to 
sermons and religious leaders turn the biblical narratives into a useful handbook for making one’s life work 
more successful. I’m aware how this Oprahization of the Christian narrative has turned us ever more 
quickly into anxiety-laden, functional atheists needing ways to use God to make our lives work.” See 
Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood, 73. Roxburgh also writes, “This means we must 
confront the defaults of management and control that signify, fundamentally, a functional atheism.” See 
Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 102. Parker Palmer also writes, “A third shadow common among 
leaders is ‘functional atheism,’ the belief that ultimate responsibility for everything rests with us. This is an 
unconscious, unexamined conviction that if anything decent is going to happen here, we are the ones who 
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professionally.9 I realized that most of my preaching communicated a concept of God as 
a personal, even private, presence.10 To me, God was a comfort in grief or a guide when 
needed. Rarely did I communicate a concept of God being active in congregational life or 
as encouraging a connection to the community. My God was limited to the church 
facility, religious needs, and the needs of the people of the congregation. This reduced, 
distant, and ethereal understanding of God is fostered by the maps of modernity.11 I 
realized that my preaching reduced the gospel to a technical application of the kingdom 
of God. I was communicating that God’s kingdom was about personal improvements, not 
transformation, and about getting along a little better in the world, not changing it. As a 
result of this “aha” moment, I resolved to know and communicate a deeper, fuller, and 
more complete concept of God who gathers, builds up, and sends communities,12 not just 
                                                          
must make it happen—a conviction held even by people who talk a good game about God.” See Parker 
Palmer, Let Your Life Speak (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 88-89. 
    
9 James E. Loder, The Transforming Moment (San Francisco: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1981), 
32. Loder writes, “The third step in the knowing event is the constructive act of imagination; an insight, 
intuition, or vision appears on the border between conscious and unconscious, usually with convicting 
force, and conveys if a form readily available to consciousness, the essence of the resolution.” 
  
10 Bryant Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principals and Practices of Transformation Development 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1999), 5. Myers writes, “As the foundational paradigm shift of the 
Enlightenment has worked itself out in Western culture, one of its most enduring features has been the 
assumption that we can consider the physical and spiritual realms as separate and distinct realms.”  
  
11 Toulmin, Cosmopolis, 36. Toulmin writes, “In modernity, strategies and organizations of 
instrumental and critical reason dominate.” See also Roxburgh, who writes, “The God of modernity is the 
God of an ordered, knowable, predictable universe who is understood by breaking down the concept into 
parts. The dominance of reason and the breaking down of God into parts reduces the understanding of God 
to the abstract and subjective sphere of human existence.” Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making, 65. 
 
12 The triad of “gathering,” “upbuiding,” and “sending” as related to the church of Jesus Christ 
comes from Karl Barth. See Karl Barth, “The Holy Spirit and the Gathering of the Christian Community,” 
in Church Dogmatics, Volume V.1 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956), 643-739; Karl Barth, “The Holy Spirit 
and the Upbuilding of the Christian Community;” in Church Dogmatics, Volume 4.2 (Edinburgh: T & T 
Clark, 1958), 614-726; and Karl Barth, “The Holy Spirit and the Sending of Christian Community,” in 
Church Dogmatics, Volume 4.3.2 (Edinburgh: 1962), 681-901. 
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individuals, to join his mission in the world.13 I resolved to communicate an adaptive 
understanding of the Kingdom of God, a Kingdom that is political with real-time 
hospitality, inclusiveness, reconciliation, and love. 
 
The Missional Change Process at GIPC: January-August 2011 
I returned from the Doctor of Ministry January 2011 seminar and prepared a 
proposal for the January meeting of Session to initiate the Missional Change Process as 
outlined in Roxburgh’s Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide.14 The proposal, entitled 
“Discerning Our Challenges,” met resistance at first. Session perceived “Discerning the 
Challenges” as a threat to the equilibrium of the system of leadership and congregational 
life.15 No action was taken on the proposal at the January meeting. During the intervening 
month before the next Session meeting, I met with individual Session members to discuss 
the proposal and adaptive awareness began to surface.16 The elder who was chair of the 
Personnel Committee said, “If we do the same old things, we’ll keep getting the same old 
                                                          
13 Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission (Grand Rapids, 
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1978, 1995), 18. Newbigin writes, “Our business is not to promote 
the mission of the church, but to get out into the world, find out ‘what God is doing in the world,’ and join 
forces with him. The mission is Gods and not ours.” 
 
14 Roxburgh, Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide. 
 
15 Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making, 52. Roxburgh writes, “When equilibrium is upset, it’s 
difficult for people to let go of habits, categories, attitudes, and values that have shaped them. Convention 
is a powerful default, especially when there has never been reason to question it.” Darrell Guder also 
writes, “The pressure is enormous to ‘keep on keeping on’ within our reductionism of Western soteriology 
and ecclesiology. The institutional viability of our churches appears to be linked to their capacity to meet 
the religious needs of the members. The mind-set of religious consumerism does not welcome the 
missional probing of the church’s purpose and actions. . . . What we have discovered in our discussions of 
the missional church is that the mind-set of Christendom is much more resilient than its crumbling 
structures.” Darrell Guder, “Walking Worthily: Missional Leadership after Christendom,” Princeton 
Seminary Bulletin 28 (2007): 253-254.   
 
16 Various members of the Session of GIPC, interviews by author, January-February, 2011. 
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results. God is doing something new with us.” The elder who was chair of the Worship 
Committee said, “I see it as part of God’s plan that Phil is here. He knows about all this. 
He’s done it before. We need to be on mission out there. Kids are no longer exposed to 
Christian faith in our community. They do not care that we built a new Fellowship Hall. 
Where will they hear anything about God if not from us?” The elder who was chair of 
Mission and Stewardship said, “What I’d like to know is this: what is our connection to 
the wilder world? I know God is at work out there, but we act as if God is only doing 
stuff at our church. Let’s go see what God is doing and how we might take part.” The 
“Discerning Our Challenges” proposal was approved at the February 2011 Session 
meeting.  
 
Missional-Readiness Survey, GIPC Officers’ Retreat, and Listening Sessions 
 Following the journey outlined in the Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide, a 
Guiding Team was formed. In April, the Missional Readiness Survey was completed. At 
a workshop in April, I introduced the concept of listening groups and the Mission Action 
Team Process. Listening sessions were conducted in May after Sunday worship. At the 
annual Officers’ Retreat for elders and deacons in May, the Missional Readiness Survey 
Feedback Report was presented.17 The uniqueness of the Missional Readiness Survey is 
that it is a snapshot of how the congregation “sees itself right now relative to its readiness 
                                                          
17 Roxburgh and Boren state, “The board must receive and discuss the feedback report before it 
goes to the whole congregation. This gives the board the security and information it needs to move forward 
in an adaptive process.” Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional Church, 176. 
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for mission.”18 Officers discussed the survey, as well as the four church typologies 
discussed in Chapter 2: reactive, developmental, transitional, and transformational.19 
In June, listening sessions were conducted. The Missional Readiness Survey 
Feedback Report was posted on GIPC’s website. All members were invited to read and 
reflect upon it. Elders conducted listening sessions following worship services using the 
“Group Reporter From” from the Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide. 
 In August, the “One Day Leaders’ Retreat” was held. Its purpose was to “identify 
2-3 key challenges that are emerging for the congregation in order the engage in 
missional change.”20 The evening was framed with this question: “What is God calling us 
to do as God’s missional people on Grosse Ile?” We reviewed the distinction between 
technical problems and adaptive challenges. We reviewed the four congregational 
typologies and the Missional-Readiness Survey Feedback Report. We reviewed the 
gleanings from the listening sessions. We divided into three teams. Each team met for 
thirty minutes, discussed themes, and listed seven to ten of the themes they had come up 
with. We gathered as a whole, listed all our themes, and looked for similarities. Six were 
identified as overlapping priorities, which each group then ranked in order of importance. 
The final order based upon collective rankings was as follows: relationships, 
involvement, community, mission, youth, and education/communication.  
                                                          
18 Roxburgh, The Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide, 3. 
  
19 Roxburgh, Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide, Chapter 1, and Roxburgh and Boren, 
Introducing the Missional Church, 123-133.  
   
20 Roxburgh, Mission-Shaped Church Leaders Guide, 42. 
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Our next step was to discuss each theme as an adaptive challenge, but this is 
where the process stalled. The elders could not get beyond church questions. They kept 
coming up with ideas for programs and ministries to serve people within the church or to 
attract people to the church. The Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide states, “Repeat 
until this process has developed 2-3 primary themes/processes.”21 The elders did so, but 
all they came up with were technical challenges to solve, and no adaptive challenges.  
 
Defaults 
 The defaults were too strong and pervasive in GIPC’s elders. A default is “when 
we automatically revert to established patterns and habits.”22 Roxburgh writes, “Default 
refers to the way in which systems (natural, social, and mechanical) build into themselves 
taken-for-granted explanatory frameworks that kick into place and predetermine 
actions.”23 GIPC’s officers showed a predisposition to address challenges and look for 
solutions inside familiar methods. In his book, Joining God, Remaking the Church, 
Changing the World, Roxburgh presents four defaults that operate within a church like 
GIPC: functional rationalism, management and control, ecclesiocentrism, and 
clericalism.24 The elders articulated each one of them. Each default has a concept of God 
embedded in it, and yet it inhibits the work of discerning adaptive challenges.   
                                                          
21 Roxburgh, Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide, 47. 
 
22 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking the Church, Changing the World, 25. 
   
23 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 106. 
 
24 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking the Church, Changing the World, 24-37. 
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 Of the first default, Roxburgh writes, “Functional rationalism is a fancy way of 
saying we can design a technology to fix whatever we are facing.”25 The technology 
Roxburgh is referring to is “instrumental rationality,” which is a sense that with the “right 
amount of counting, analyzing, assessing, organizing, planning, and technology, we can 
name the problem and create a solution for every situation.”26 The elders commented 
several times that the right youth program would encourage high schoolers and young 
adults to get involved with our church. Roxburgh continues, “With all this technology, 
who really needs God?”27 Functional rationalism brought about wonderful advances in 
medicine, engineering, and manufacturing. As a default, however, if focuses on a self-
determining aspect of human power “to calculate and develop the techniques to dissect, 
manipulate and engineer desired outcomes.”28 Functionalism rationalism encourages a 
disproportionate confidence and trust in human capacities and a vastly diminished 
awareness of God’s involvement in human affairs. There was surprisingly little God 
language as elders and deacons attempted to identify adaptive challenges.  
 The second default is “management and control.” Roxburgh explains this 
mindset: “With the right management, we can guarantee success.”29 Management 
assumes people can stay in control and predict outcomes. Several elders commented 
about the importance of developing a strategic plan. The default of management and 
                                                          
25 Ibid., 25. 
  
26 Ibid.  
 
27 Ibid.  
 
28 Ibid. 
 
29 Ibid., 27. 
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control subtracted a sense of God’s agency from the discussion of the church officers. In 
the midst of dialogue about planning, strategizing, defining objectives, and aligning 
resources, God’s agency is secondary, “functioning as a background resource in support 
of our own management efforts.”30 
 The third default is “ecclesiocentrism.” The mindset governing this default is that 
which believes, “If we fix the church, all will be well.”31 Elders used church language 
almost exclusively. They were concentrated on the church as an organization that with 
moderate improvements would become an even stronger organization. Roxburgh writes, 
“A thin, unreflective montage of tactics for making church” better or more attractive 
usurps dialogue about God’s mission in context.32 Ecclesiocentrism turns the Christian 
imagination in on itself. Leaders focus on the inward dynamics of church life. The Book 
of Order’s definition of the responsibilities for Session and elders is ecclesiocentric. 
 “Clericalism” is the fourth default. According to Roxburgh, clericalism fosters an 
understanding that those who are “ordained represent God; they must have the 
answers.”33 Even though teaching elders, ruling elders, and deacons are ordained in the 
Presbyterian Church, members and church officers at GIPC continue to make the 
distinction between clergy and laity. There were several comments from elders and 
deacons about the importance of a pastoral vision for the church. Clericalism weakens the 
significance of the ordinary people of God. They are socialized to presume that they do 
                                                          
30 Ibid., 31. 
 
31 Ibid. 
  
32 Ibid., 32. 
 
33 Ibid., 34. 
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not have the training, capabilities, or authority to discern God’s intention. Clericalism 
negates the hallmark Protestant doctrine of “the priesthood of all believers.”   
 
“What Are We at Our Best?” 
 I could not allow this meeting to end on a negative note. Once I realized that 
elders would not be able to define adaptive challenges, I went off the script of the 
Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide and reverted to an Appreciative Inquiry question.34 I 
wanted elders to feel as if they had accomplished something and gained insight, so I 
asked, “What are we at our best here at GIPC? When do you feel most alive, engaged, 
and motivated at this church? And when do people in the congregation connect to God in 
the most profound ways?”  
 These questions opened up a new avenue of discussion for the elders. They talked 
about GIPC’s mission trips and mission projects. They talked about certain fellowship 
events. They talked about coming together and raising the money for a recently 
completed facility upgrade and expansion project. One elder said, “I think I see when we 
are at our best: when people have the opportunity to develop significant relationships 
with one another. People value relationships.” Many elders concurred by telling stories of 
special friendships they had developed within the church community. Then another elder 
spoke up, “I think I see when we are at our best as well: when people get involved in 
developing plans and doing things. People value participation.” Again, many elders 
agreed and talked about working on session committees and creating successful programs 
                                                          
34 Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2004), 68. Branson writes, “The beginning 
question is a large one, seeking to draw the person into the most encouraging and motivating memories. 
This opening question elicits an interviewee’s best church experience.”  
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and events. In this part of their discussion, elders believed they identified the two values 
of “relationships” and “participation” as exemplifying GIPC at its best. They committed 
themselves to be more intentional in having “relationships” and “participation” shape 
their committees, ministries, and programs going forward. The elders now felt as if they 
had accomplished something. 
 
Conclusion and Next Steps 
 The inability of GIPC’s church officers to name adaptive challenges through the 
Missional Change Process is the impetus for this doctoral project. Identifying adaptive 
challenges is difficult, perhaps the most difficult conceptual task of the Missional Change 
Process.35 Nonetheless, the key to missional change and transformation is for leaders to 
recognize and articulate adaptive challenges. Ronald Heifetz, Alexander Grashow, and 
Marty Linsky write, “The most common cause of failure in leadership is produced by 
treating adaptive challenges as if they were technical problems.”36 GIPC’s cultural 
context is unraveling. Consequently, GIPC is facing adaptive challenges that must be 
addressed. The critical awareness at this juncture for GIPC’s leadership was to recognize 
the adaptive nature of their challenges.37 As the leaders of the congregation, one of 
Session’s most important responsibilities is “to invite the people into adaptive work.”38 
                                                          
35 Philip J. Reed, Mission: Apostle Coaches Handbook (Vancouver: The Missional Network, 
2012), 3.  
  
36 Ronald Heifetz, Alexander Grashow, and Marty Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership 
(Boston: Harvard Business Press, 2009), 19. 
 
37 Ibid., 162.  
 
38 Ibid., 154.  
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Session’s ministry is to “to identify adaptive challenges, to distinguish them from 
technical work, and to shape the organization and its environment so that the approach, 
pace, feedback loops, and constant learning are appropriate to the challenge.”39 Alas, this 
did not happen in our first attempt at the Missional Change Process.   
 
 
                                                          
39 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 222. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
PROJECT THEORY AND OVERVIEW 
 
 
 “What’s next for us?” asked the elder. This chapter explores the theoretical 
aspects of this doctoral project and also provides an overview of the way this project will 
address the elder’s question.  
 
“House of Language” 
 We live within a “house of language.”1 This house of language provides 
conceptual frameworks to understand how the world works and also language to 
communicate. Charles Taylor uses the phrase “social imaginary” to refer to the ways in 
which we are shaped by the basic kinds of stories that form the background and mental 
maps of our lives.2 Taylor writes, “Social imaginaries are how we make sense of the 
world.”3 One of the most significant ways people communicate their social imaginaries is 
                                                          
1 Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood, 57-62. 
 
2 Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2004), 
23-30. On page 23, Taylor writes, “By social imaginary . . . I am thinking of the ways people imagine their 
social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them, the expectations that 
are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations.” 
   
3 Charles Taylor, as quoted in Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood, 59.  
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through language.4 Branson states, “A community’s imagination, its stories and practices, 
its history and expectations—these are created through words that interpret everything. 
We construct our lives in and through language; not language as we have come to 
understand it as a tool, as positivism or propaganda, but more like a ‘house of 
language.’”5 Our house of language provides symbols and the basic elements of identity, 
meaning, and understanding. Branson affirms, “We create our reality through language.”6 
This doctoral project abides in the theory that churches in general, and GIPC in 
particular, are “houses of language.” 
 
God’s Dialogical Character 
 This theory connects to a theology of God as dialogical in character.7 Walter 
Brueggemann writes, “God, as revealed through the scriptures of the Old and New 
Testament, is deeply resolved to be a God in relation—in relation to Israel, in relation to 
members of Israelite society and of the human community more generally.”8 
Relationality describes the interiority of God as Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
They are One and yet interrelate as Three. John Franke writes, “God is inherently 
                                                          
4 Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 23-30. Roxburgh also writes, “Social imaginary is also 
communicated through habits, actions, practices, and symbols to which we attach and profligate.” See 
Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood, 59. It is telling that Roxburgh names automobiles 
as just such symbols. See page 192, note 7, in which he writes, “The automobile is primary used to enhance 
the individualistic social imaginary.” This is the precise intent of automobile advertising. 
  
5 Branson, “Ecclesiology and Leadership for the Missional Church,” 95. 
 
6 Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 
Congregational Change (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2004), 40. 
   
7 Walter Brueggemann, An Unsettling God: The Heart of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2009), 1-17. The title of this chapter is, “YHWH as Dialogical Character.” 
  
8 Ibid., 4. 
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relational in that throughout all eternity God is a triune community of love.”9 
Perichoresis, which literally means “dancing around,” depicts mutual indwelling, as the 
determining characteristic of a relational God. Relationality also describes God’s 
exteriority as well. Brueggemann writes, “The overriding indicator of God in relationship 
is covenant.”10 Again, Brueggemann writes,  
This God is always emerging in new ways in response to the requirements of the 
relationship at hand. This God is fully engaged in interaction with several partners 
and is variously impinged upon and evoked to new responses and—we may 
believe—to new dimensions and awareness and resolve. Because so much of the 
faith of Israel is “talking faith” in liturgy, oracle, and narrative, we may say that 
YHWH is a party to a dialogue exchange that never reaches closure.11  
 
 A brief theological outline of a dialogical God has three components. First, God is 
conversational in essence. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit interrelate and communicate with 
one another. This establishes the fundamental ground of all reality as relational and 
conversational. Second, God creates the world by speaking and God continues to 
converse with the world by manifesting himself in his creation through actions, in the 
witness of Scripture, and in the voices of other people. Jesus as the Word (John 1: 1-14) 
is the continuing conversation of a dialogical God with the world. Third, the Spirit of 
God speaks to everyone, everywhere, and God desires for human beings to respond and 
converse with him in return.  
 
 
 
 
                                                          
9 John Franke, The Character of Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 122. 
  
10 Brueggemann, An Unsettling God, 4. 
   
11 Ibid., 4-5.  
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Missional Change Is about Changing the Conversations 
 The dialogical God of the Scriptures encourages and inspires a new concept of 
church leadership, leadership as conversation. Instead of leadership as management and 
control, an understanding of leadership that ties more closely to the concept of a 
dialogical God is to consider leadership as dialogue. Creating open space, speaking, 
naming, surrendering the need to be right, and active listening are more significant 
leadership actions than casting vision, crafting mission statements, listing objectives, and 
defining outcomes. The church as a house of language is a network of conversations. 
Leadership within this network is facilitating and fostering interactions. The theory of 
change operative in this doctoral project is that missional change is about changing the 
conversations among the elders at GIPC. Branson describes how this works: 
[We were] formed during late-modern consumerism . . . shaped by such priorities 
as individual choice, personal affectivity, and expectations [imaginations] that 
emphasized the pursuit of careers that should supply meaning and resources for 
our lives. We shared a growing conviction that these traits were being—or should 
be—questioned. In conversations, study, and prayer, we began a long journey of 
seeking alternatives.12 
 
This “seeking of alternatives” is beginning of missional change.  
 
Overview of the Project 
 In this project, the fifteen active Session members participated in a series of 
structured conversations entitled, “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership.” 
This title came from a sentence in a letter from the General Assembly of the PCUSA, 
which invited all congregations to participate in a church-wide discussion of the future of 
                                                          
12 Branson, “Ecclesiology and Leadership for the Missional Church,” 95. 
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the church.13 These structured conversations took place prior to the regularly scheduled 
meeting of session on the third Tuesday of every month beginning in February 2012 and 
concluding in October 2012. Elders gathered at 5:30 p.m. for a light supper and 
conversation. The regular meeting of session began at 7:00 p.m. We skipped the month of 
July. The annual church Officers’ Retreat was also a part of these structured 
conversations. 
This doctoral project follows the praxis cycle as the method for Session’s 
discussion, deliberations, and decisions. Branson and Martinez explain that the praxis 
cycle is “a continual movement from experience to reflection and study, and then on to 
new actions and experiences.”14 Following the work of Paulo Freire, Branson and 
Martinez affirm that the praxis cycle is “a way to bring significant social change to 
people.”15 Freire contrasted praxis with what he named as the “banking” or “theory-to-
practice” approach to learning. The “banking” approach is when the teacher pours 
information into the learner and the learner receives the information, possibly acts upon 
it, and passes it along someone else. Similarly, the theory-to-practice approach is passive 
and perpetuates the cultural imaginary of the teacher. Freire proposes an alternative. 
Instead of passing information from one person to another, Freire wants his learners to 
become “culture-creators,” that is, “people who actually shape their own culture and 
context—by gaining, through praxis, a more thorough and meaningful relationship with 
                                                          
13 Unfortunately, nothing ever became of the invitation or discussion. General Assembly did not 
provide any way for the congregation to respond to the invitation or get involved in the discussion. 
 
14 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 40. 
 
15 Ibid., 40-41. Branson and Martinez reference Paulo Freire, Education for Critical 
Consciousness (New York: Continuum, 2005). 
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the world.”16 Freire wanted knowledge to serve a life-giving role in nurturing people and 
communities to change their context as they are changed through the praxis cycle. This 
doctoral project seeks to shape elders into a learning community through the praxis cycle 
so that as a Session they will discern together the answer to the “What’s next for us?” 
question.  
Rather than simply repeating the Missional Change Process as outlined in the 
Mission-Shaped Church Field Guide, this project followed Branson’s Steps of Practical 
Theology. Branson and Martinez assert that “congregations must develop competencies 
and capacities to discern ministry and mission specific to its own time and place. In order 
to do this the leaders of a church need to gain skills in theological reflection—this is what 
is called practical theology.”17 I incorporated the steps of the Missional Change Process 
and lengthened it. I selected the Steps of Practical Theology because it was stated 
specifically that this is an exercise of intentional “theological reflection.”18   
The five steps of practical theology set forth by Branson and Martinez are as 
follows.19 Step 1 is to “name and describe your current praxis concerning some aspect of 
church life.”20 Step 1 is observation and reporting, focused on a selected topic, which sets 
boundaries for additional steps. Step 2 is to “analyze your praxis, seeking to understand 
                                                          
16 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 41. 
 
17 Ibid., 39. 
 
18 Ibid., 42.    
  
19 Ibid., 42-47. 
 
20 Ibid., 43. 
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all of the influences and consequences [of culture].”21 Step 2 “includes using the 
perspectives of the social sciences, history, humanities, and philosophy . . . [as well as] 
organizational and communication theories.”22 Step 3 is to “study and reflect on 
Scripture, theology, and Christian history” in relation to Steps 1 and 2.23 The Scriptures 
are especially important in this step.24 Step 4 is to “recall and discuss” congregational 
and personal stories that bear on Steps 1 through 3.25 Step 4 is way to respect to what is 
currently taking place within the church and individual lives. Step 5 is to “corporately 
discern and shape your new praxis” through imagination, experiments, and 
commitment.26 The focus in Step 5 is on what we believe God is doing in our lives and in 
our context, developing experiments that purposely join in what God is doing, “which 
will lead you toward commitments to new praxes.”27 
“Dwelling in the Word” was also incorporated into each structured conversation. 
Dwelling in the Word is an ancient practice that encourages listening. It is a way to invite 
God to communicate through Scripture, rather than seeing Scripture as a tool for 
                                                          
21 Ibid. 
 
22 Ibid. 
 
23 Ibid. 
 
24 Branson and Martinez write, “We do not read the Bible as a strategic plan that specifies tactics, 
but we do believe it creates a consciousness, a way to see and interpret our situations, and sometimes 
commands practices that help us perceive and act faithfully. . . . Further, we believe that Scripture, when 
attended to prayerfully, will help us understand our contexts and what God wants to do among us and 
through us.” Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 43, note 8, and 43. 
 
25 Ibid. 
 
26 Ibid., 44. 
 
27 Ibid. 
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imparting new information or confirming existing beliefs.28 “Dwelling in the Word” is 
sitting before or living with a particular text and reflecting and meditating upon it several 
times. The purpose is not to analyze it or study it, but to wait or dwell before the text in a 
spirit of receptivity. No special expertise is required. Roxburgh writes, “Dwelling in the 
Word is the work of God’s ordinary people.”29 The purpose of the practice of Dwelling in 
the Word is to increase the capacity for listening. Listening is the first step in the 
Missional Change Process. 
The text chosen for “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership” was 
Ephesians 4: 1-16.  
I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to 
which you have been called, 2with all humility and gentleness, with patience, 
bearing with one another in love, 3making every effort to maintain the unity of the 
Spirit in the bond of peace. 4There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were 
called to the one hope of your calling, 5one Lord, one faith, one baptism,6one God 
and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all. 7But each of us was 
given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. 8Therefore it is said, “When 
he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive; he gave gifts to his 
people.” 9(When it says, “He ascended,” what does it mean but that he had also 
descended into the lower parts of the earth? 10He who descended is the same one 
who ascended far above all the heavens, so that he might fill all things.) 11The 
gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, 
some pastors and teachers, 12to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for 
building up the body of Christ, 13until all of us come to the unity of the faith and 
of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature 
of Christ. 14We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by 
every wind of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful 
scheming. 15But speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into 
him who is the head, into Christ, 16from whom the whole body, joined and knit 
together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working 
properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love. 
 
                                                          
28 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking the Church, Changing the World, 60.   
 
29 Ibid., 61.  
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This text was chosen because it specifically addresses the nature of church leadership. 
Ephesians 4:1 lifts up the theological theme of “calling,” which is important in 
Presbyterian theological tradition. Ephesians 4:4-5 upholds the unity of the Church by 
repeating the word “one.” Ephesians 4: 11 introduces the theological understanding of 
“gifts,” another important topic in Presbyterian theological tradition. Ephesians 4:12 
connects gifts to different aspects of church leadership. Ephesians 4:13 names the 
purpose of the Church and its leaders, “to equip the saints for the work of ministry.” 
Ephesians 4:16 reminds church officers that they are “joined and knit together” and that 
they are to “promote the body’s growth in building itself up in love.” Central to the entire 
letter of Ephesians is an abiding concept of God at work outside of the Church in every 
corner of God’s creation and that God’s work is social reconciliation across cultural 
barriers.  
I was concerned that Ephesians 4:1-16 might not be as accessible as other texts 
for this project because it is an obvious narrative. There are narrative elements in the 
letter to the Ephesians. Ephesians 2 is the story of God’s triumph. Ephesians 3 is an 
account of Paul’s life and ministry. Ephesians 4:1-16, however, is more declarative than 
narrative, but it may be placed in the larger narrative of God at work in the world. As 
Timothy Gombis observes, placing Ephesians 4:1-16 in this context expands the horizons 
of human imagination so that “we can begin to conceive of how our lives might be caught 
up in the mighty work of God in redeeming his beautiful but broken creation.”30 He 
continues, “If we see the outworking of God’s salvation in the world as a powerful, 
                                                          
30 Timothy G. Gombis, The Drama of Ephesians: Participating in the Triumph of God (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2010), 17. 
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divinely driven story that is unfolding by the power of the Spirit, overtaking and 
enveloping all of creation, we can begin to gain a vision for how we can play our role in 
this great, surprising and invigorating narrative.”31 
 My role in “Prayers and Conversations, Vision and Leadership” was as a 
participant observer.32 I participated in the structured conversations as facilitator. I did 
not provide content in the discussions. I also collected data and took notes. Participant 
observation is the core activity of all qualitative work and creates opportunity for the 
broadest perspective. 
 
                                                          
31 Ibid. 
 
32 Harry F. Walcott, Writing Up Qualitative Research, 3d ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, Inc, 2009), 81, 83-85.    
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CHAPTER 6 
 
PRACTICAL THEOLOGY STEPS 
 
 
 “What’s next for us?” asked the elder. Following the initial movement in 2011 
toward the Missional Change Process, the next step was for the Session to make a second 
attempt to identify adaptive challenges and develop experiments to address them. This 
chapter is the account of the first four sessions of “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and 
Leadership.” The timeframe spans from February through October 2012. 
 
February 2012 
 At this first meeting, all fifteen members of Session gathered for a light supper at 
5:30 p.m. After prayer and a few minutes of getting acquainted, I introduced the reason 
we were all together. I shared the invitation from the General Assembly to participate in a 
conversation regarding the future of the Church. General Assembly was talking about the 
future of our denomination, but we were going to spend most of our time together talking 
about the future of our congregation. I presented a brief outline of eight conversations to 
be had over the next nine months. I explained that the annual Officers’ Retreat would be 
part of it. I also made a comment that later on during the conversations we would 
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complete the Mission-Shaped Board Survey.1 The first question asked about the plan for 
our time together was, “Will we have dinner each meeting?” I answered in the 
affirmative, realizing that these kinds of everyday matters are important for leaders.  
 “Dwelling in the Word” and the text, Ephesians 4:1-16, were introduced. I 
pointed out that this text was addressed to church leaders, and I invited them to them to 
imagine that Ephesians 4:1-16 was a letter addressed especially to the Session at GIPC. I 
described Dwelling in the Word as an ancient practice that was quite different from a 
typical Bible study at GIPC. The elders present had not been shaped and formed 
extensively by the biblical narrative. Most of their experience with the Bible had been in 
the form of having an “expert” tell them what it means. In general, they saw Bible study 
as extracting principles from the text that then need to be rearranged, re-interpreted, or 
dismissed according to the perceptions of an authorized expert. This is not what 
“Dwelling in the Word” is about. Dwelling in the Word is inviting the Spirit to speak 
through the Scripture to all who are gathered together. I emphasized that we were all 
given the gift of God’s Spirit and that means we all may interpret Scripture. I quoted 
Allister McGrath’s book, Christianity’s Dangerous Idea: “Protestantism took its stand on 
the right of individuals to interpret the Bible for themselves rather than be forced to 
submit to ‘official’ interpretations handed down by popes or other centralized religious 
authorities.”2 Christianity’s dangerous idea is that lay people read and interpret the Bible.  
                                                          
1 Although the Mission-Shaped Board Survey was not publicly available at the time, Alan 
Roxburgh gave GIPC special permission to use it. 
 
2 Allister McGrath, Christianity Dangerous Idea (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2007), 3.  
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After this introduction, we attempted Dwelling in the Word, following The 
Missional Network’s suggested process.3 Copies of Ephesians 4:1-16 were handed out. 
Two elders, male and female, read the passage out loud. After the first reading, the elders 
were asked to be open to the Spirit through the following questions: “Where did you stop 
as the text was read?” “Are there words, phrases, or ideas that jump off the page and 
grasp you?” “Is there a question about this text you would ask a New Testament scholar 
if you could?” After the second reading, the elders were given a few minutes of silence to 
ponder and reflect. They were then asked to pair up with another elder whom they did not 
know well. Each person was given two minutes to tell where the text had stopped them 
and how they might have responded to the questions. Roxburgh explains, “The purpose 
here is to listen attentively to what the other person is saying.”4 After several minutes, we 
gathered in groups of four or five and shared with each other the same. Then we came 
back together as a whole group and people were asked to share what their partners had 
said. Branson writes, “The attitude [here] is focused attention and reporting the words of 
the other.”5 We concluded by asking the group if there were specific ways the Spirit had 
spoken through the text or someone else. 
During the first attempt at Dwelling in the Word, the elders focused on the 
meaning of text. The questions they had for a New Testament scholar were technical. A 
few wanted me to answer their specific questions about what Ephesians 4:1-16 means for 
us today. They wanted me to give an answer, which I did not do. Instead, I talked about 
                                                          
3 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking the Church, Changing the World, 68-69. 
 
4 Ibid. 
  
5 Ibid. 
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how important it was to dwell in the text, especially if we had a question. The most 
telling comment an elder made as we discussed Dwelling in the Word as a group was, “I 
want the theology of it. I want to see how this all fits together, our church, our 
community, where we are ahead. I’d like to see us elevate the theology of the 
congregation.” 
 “Dwelling in the Word” was followed by a brief presentation on growth models 
for congregations. In previous years, Session had implemented several strategic plans in 
the hope of encouraging the congregation to grow in membership and participation. I 
wanted to be clear that “Prayers and Conversations, Visions and Leadership” was not 
about any of these previous growth models. My hope was that we would have much more 
than organizational or church discussion, but that we would talk about God and what God 
was calling us to do “here and now.”  
 
March 2012 
 Ten elders gathered for a light supper for the second session of “Prayer and 
Conversation, Vision and Leadership.” The theme was for the evening was, “How Are 
We Doing as a Session?” This was Step 1 of practical theology. The goal was to name 
and describe current praxis. The focus was on a specific topic: the Session’s perception of 
how it was doing.6 
 After our meal, the elders completed another time of Dwelling in the Word. When 
Session came back together as a whole group, the elders talked about the difference they 
saw between the Ephesians passage and the current Session. One elder said, “When we 
                                                          
6 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 43.  
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look for new elders, we do not think about gifts; instead we concentrate on concrete 
tasks. We are not focusing enough on the Spirit to inspire us.” Another elder said, “They 
seem to be working together for the overall good of the church. Are we doing that? What 
is our common goal?” Still another elder asked, “Are we just about getting jobs done?” 
These comments set up our conversation for the rest of the evening. To respond to this 
question, “How are we doing as a Session?” we broke into three small groups with each 
group answering three questions. Below are representative comments for each question. 
The first question was, “In what ways do you see Ephesians 4:1-16 in our 
Session?” One elder said, “They worked together in Ephesians. I think we are working 
fairly well together now.” Another answered, “We strive to be a family, a family of 
belonging. I see that in Ephesians. I also see it here on Wednesday Night.”7 Another 
answer was, “We’re a creative group right now. I’m not sure how much there was in the 
Ephesians, but we have a lot going on at the moment.” Another elder said, “All of us 
seem to be working together more intentionally lately. We are developing a ‘oneness’ 
like the Ephesians.”  
The second question was, “In what ways do you not see Ephesians 4:1-16 in our 
session?” One elder responded, “The session does have a mindset of a modern 
corporation. That does create passivity. The church and session need to be unleashed. 
That’s what I see in Ephesians and I don’t see it in our session.” Another response was, 
“When I became an elder, I accepted because they could not get anyone else, I’ve never 
felt like a spiritual leader. They saw themselves as spiritual leaders in Ephesians. I’m just 
                                                          
7 Every Wednesday Night during the school year we have an all church dinner at a modest cost in 
our Fellowship Hall. Youth choirs and student ministries meet after dinner as does Adult Nurture. 
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not one of them.” Another person said, “I’m sorry but I don’t think there’s any mission 
here. Mostly, it is programing to reverse the trend. There’s no call, as there was in 
Ephesians, other than to reach people or to grow. There’s no service other than to get 
people in the door.” Still another replied, “We’re not doing any boundary-crossing. We 
don’t have a sense of God at work out there. No sense of ‘go and see’ what God is doing. 
No impact of community or culture.” Another person said, “I think we’re missing the 
theological reflection. I think we’re missing an understanding of God’s role in bringing 
us to this moment.” And another elder replied, “There’s so much busy-work on Session. 
It just keeps piling up, one thing after another. We rarely have any time to think about 
anything except what needs to be done immediately. I don’t have that the impression 
that’s the way it was for the Ephesians.” 
The third question was, “After reflecting on Ephesians 4: 1-16, how do you think 
we are doing as Session?” One elder replied, “I think we’re doing OK; we’re getting a lot 
done.” Another confessed, “I’m a little frustrated. We are really more managers than 
anything else. Management is leadership. But this is not the kind of leadership Ephesians 
is talking about. Maybe we need a second leadership board, like trustees.” Another 
person responded, “I think we’re stuck. I keep saying the same thing. Unless we focus on 
God in everything we do, we will be missing the boat. We don’t need a long range plan 
or to develop a new program. What we really need to do is direct our attention to God 
and wait.” 
There are deep issues below the surface of the Session. In this second meeting of 
“Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership,” these issues were beginning to 
surface. Elders are aware that the Session at GIPC is following a corporate model and 
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they are disappointed and frustrated with it. Their comments about current praxis could 
be summarized as follows: “The current corporate way we lead as Session is not working 
for us and we’d like to do something about it.”  
 
April 2012 
 “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership” continued at the Officers’ 
Retreat in April 2012. The Officers’ Retreat includes elders and deacons. The focus on 
this Officers’ Retreat was practical theology Step 2, the analysis of current praxis, 
seeking to understand all the influences and consequences, by using cultural resources.8  
 During the first part of the Officers’ Retreat, the group engaged in “Dwelling the 
Word” with Ephesians 4:1-16. Officers made interesting comments as we discussed 
Dwelling in the Word as a large group. One person said, “We are really to work as a 
whole.” Another individual stated, “Gifts are important. They are only gifts if they are 
given and received. We are to give what we have freely received.” Another person said, 
“The theme is unity. Unity does not mean conformity. We reflect the unity of God in 
community.” Another comment was, “Salvation is community based not personal. In the 
New Testament, ‘you’ is plural. This is reflective of the character of God.” Another said, 
“There is a unity in the midst of diversity.” One more comment was, “Faith is relational. 
You cannot be Christian alone.” 
 The second part of the retreat focused on the following question: “How have 
things changed in our context and how did that happen?” This is a question about cultural 
context, not the current state of the church. One person said, “People have much shorter 
                                                          
8 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 43.  
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attention spans. That happened because of TV.” Another responded, “There is a decided 
lack of security now. That’s because of 911.” Another person said, “People are 
disconnected from one another. They lack human contact because of texting, email, and 
Facebook.” Similarly, another person said, “Technology has accelerated the rate of 
change. Things seem unstable.” Another individual said, “Families are much different 
now. There is no such thing as the typical American family. Almost all families have two 
working parents.” Another response was, “Globalization has changed our world. We are 
never out of touch and the rest of the world has come to our community.” Another person 
said, “We are so busy now we don’t have time to think.”  
The third part of the retreat focused on the following question: “What is God up 
to around us?” One person responded, “God is helping people.” Another said, “God is at 
work reconciling.” Another stated, “God is a God of reconciliation and hope.” Someone 
said, “God is reaching out to lonely people, but not just to invite them to church. How do 
we help those who are alone?” Another said, “God is working for justice and peace.” One 
said, “God is a God of hospitality.” Another replied, “Bringing people ‘in’ isn’t 
reconciliation.” 
 
May 2012 
 In May 2012, fourteen elders gathered at 5:30 p.m. for a light supper and the 
fourth session of “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership.” At this meeting the 
elders were to complete practical theology Step 3, that is, to study and reflect on 
Scripture, theology, and Christian tradition concerning present praxis and analysis.9  
                                                          
9 Ibid. 
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 After dinner, we completed Dwelling in the Word, again using Ephesians 4: 1-16 
as our text. Conversation centered on the theme of the phrase from verse 1: “the calling to 
which you have been called.” Elders pondered what it meant to be called. They talked 
about various times in their lives when they had experienced God’s call. One talked about 
feeling called to marriage before he proposed. Another, a dentist, spoke about sensing a 
call to that particular profession. Still another spoke about hearing a call when she was 
invited to become an elder.  
The topic for discussion following Dwelling in the Word was, “A New 
Understanding of Leadership?” We compared and contrasted the understanding of church 
leadership in Ephesians 4:1-16 and the duties of responsibilities for Session and elders 
from The Book of Order. One elder said, “Ephesians’ understanding of leadership is 
general. The Book of Order is practical.” Another said, “Ephesians concentrates on roles. 
The Book of Order is all about task to complete.” Another elder responded, “Both are 
about carrying out God’s mission, but The Book of Order focuses on doing things inside 
the church.” Another elder focused on the issue of hierarchy: “There is no hierarchy of 
gifts in Ephesians. The Book of Order implies a hierarchy.” Similarly, an elder said, 
“There is no specific definition of church in Ephesians. The Book of Order speaks much 
more organizationally.” Another elder noted, “There is a lot more God in Ephesians and 
God in Ephesians is a lot more active.” 
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June 2012 
 Thirteen elders gathered for a light supper at 5:30 p.m. for the fifth meeting of 
“Prayer and Conversations, Vision and Leadership.” The purpose of this meeting was to 
present to the elders an experiment that they would complete before the next meeting in 
August. This experiment focused on engaging their neighbors in an attentive listening 
posture. 
 The time began with Dwelling in the Word, but the discussion was primarily 
about the elders’ responses to process of Dwelling in the Word. A few of them said they 
were weary of the repetitive nature of reading the same text over and over again and 
asking the same questions. Other elders chimed in. One said, “I don’t see the value of 
going over the same Scripture reading and not really getting our questions answered.” 
Another said, “This is a difficult text. It’s like one, long, run-on sentence. Shouldn’t we 
move on?” One elder honestly expressed a desire for an “expert” opinion: “Why don’t 
you just tell us what it means? That’s what happens in our other classes.”  
My comment was that there is real value in reading one passage multiple times. 
Each time we read it, something new attracts our attention. The other value is that 
Dwelling in the Word is not really about what we get out of text. That is a consumer 
mentality. Instead, Dwelling in the Word is about allowing the text to shape us. In this 
statement, I was thinking of Branson’s article, “Forming Church, Forming Mission,” in 
which he writes about a shift that took place in a group he was part of. He writes, “One 
evening we experienced a non-modernist shift in our hermeneutics. That evening, the 
question was transformed from, ‘What does this mean?’ to ‘What kind of people do we 
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need to be for this to make sense?’”10 I was hoping that such a transformation away from 
finding meaning to forming a new “community of interpreters” would take place in the 
Session.11  
The discussion that followed Dwelling in the Word was about experimenting. The 
elders were familiar with experimenting because it was part of the Missional Change 
Process we had engaged in the previous year. They liked the sense of adventure that 
experimenting implied. Roxburgh writes, “Experiment communicates that we are testing 
something we are not entirely sure we know how to do and for which results are not 
guaranteed.”12 The experiment proposed was for each elder to connect with a neighbor 
and listen closely for what God was doing in his or her life. It was hoped that the elders 
would engage their neighbors in the neighbors’ homes. Then they were to report back to 
the August meeting of “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership.” 
The experiment was crafted this way for a few reasons. First, many of the elders 
did not know their neighbors. The large single-family homes on Grosse Ile often prevent 
interaction between neighbors. This experiment was intentionally relational.  
Second, this experiment was a way for elders to put into practice the listening 
skills they had been developing. They were carefully instructed to have no agenda other 
                                                          
10 Mark Lau Branson, “Forming Church, Forming Mission,” International Review of Mission 
XCII, No. 365 (April 2003): 9. 
  
11 Ibid., 8. Branson writes, “Since every community is formed socially and textually, we realized 
that the narratives of our society and our personal narratives shaped us more that the Christian narrative we 
claimed. . . . We needed to become what American philosopher Charles Pierce called a ‘community of 
interpreters.’ Our corporate interpretative work was at the intersection of biblical and interpretative texts, 
the Oakland context of our church, and our personal and family experiences. The interpretative task was to 
know God in this place, and to enter in to the Trinitarian life that grace, reconciliation and salvation.” 
    
12 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking the Church, Changing the World, 81.  
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than to listen for God’s presence in their neighbors’ voices. There was one hard and fast 
rule: They may not, under any circumstances, invite their neighbors to GIPC. This 
experiment was not an exercise in marketing or church growth.  
Third, we had been becoming aware through Dwelling the Word with Ephesians 
4:1-6 that God’s presence was not limited to the church family. God was at work in the 
world and what God was doing was reconciling people to himself and one another. This 
experiment was conducted in the context of a deep theological truth: God is ahead of 
each elder and is there in every neighbor.13  
Fourth, it is important to understand that listening for what God is doing is an act 
of discernment. This would be new for many of them. Many of them said that they did 
not think they would recognize it when their neighbors were talking about God especially 
if they did not use God language specifically. They would be uncomfortable asking what 
God was doing in their neighbors’ lives. And in fact, elders were instructed not to ask that 
question. Their neighbors would tell them what God was doing without God language. If 
the elders established a context of attentive listening, it is likely that their neighbors 
would tell them something important about their lives, and the elders would be able to 
discern by God’s Spirit that they may be talking about God. In addition, they may not 
discern this until they came back together with the Session and discerned it corporately.  
                                                          
13 Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People.” Roxburgh writes, “God is present and acting in 
the ordinary, in the realities of people’s lives in the neighborhoods where we find ourselves. These 
practices are discovered and discerned only by joining with this God who is already in our neighborhoods 
as the agent of transformation where people cry out because we have acceded to the soul-destroying and 
community-dissolving claims of nation states and globalized economics. God is ahead of God’s people—
dwelling, acting in the ordinary, concrete, everyday places.”  
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Many elders cautiously welcomed this experiment, a few with visible trepidation. 
I concluded by saying that said that they did not have to force anything. The goal was to 
be intentional about relating to a neighbor and the rest would take of itself. They had two 
months to engage this experiment.  
 
August 2012 
 Thirteen elders again gathered at 5:30 p.m. for a light supper and the sixth 
meeting of “Prayer and Conversations, Vision and Leadership.” As always, the first part 
of the evening focused on Dwelling in the Word using Ephesians 4:1-16. Discussion 
revolved around God at work in the church and the world. Elders were excited to share 
their experiences with their neighbors. 
 Many elders reported that they had had conversations in which their neighbors 
shared what God was doing in their lives. One elder reported that his neighbor shared 
with him how God had been at work in his family, and told the following story: 
When my father passed away, my mother needed to move in with us. We needed 
to move to a one-story house because she was with us. A realtor we liked found 
the perfect ranch. It needed a lot of work but we made an offer and it was 
accepted. The realtor handled all of this although she was dying of cancer. From 
her death bed, she sent a beautiful basket to our closing. Mother was most happy 
in that house and died peaceably in her bed. I have to believe this was all God’s 
work.  
 
Another elder reported that her neighbor had shared with her how God had been at work 
in an employment situation. She said,  
My neighbor told me about a colleague at work who takes other people’s ideas 
and uses them as her own. This makes everyone uncomfortable. Turning to God 
in prayer was the solution. We prayed together and that seemed to lower the stress 
level. It was nice to be able to talk openly to God and to work through this 
together. 
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This elder also had a conversation about God with her neighbor. The elder said,  
My neighbor goes to church but we’ve never discussed religion before. She 
shared that a member of her family goes to the casinos several times a week. She 
is frightened that a lot of money will be lost and she doesn’t know what to do. She 
said it must be God’s will to have a neighbor with whom she can share the burden 
of it all. 
 
Another elder told a story about getting to know someone from GIPC better: 
In this year’s Island Feast parade, I noticed a gentleman in our group who was 
having trouble keeping up with the pace. He had on a T-shirt that indicated he was 
a Vietnam veteran. I’m old enough to remember well that challenging time. I 
walked with this man for the rest of the parade. As we lagged behind, he told me 
his life story. He had become an alcoholic after he returned from Vietnam. He had 
gone through life using alcohol to bury the awful memories. Finally a physician 
told him no more drinking if he wanted to live. He turned to God for the first time 
in his life and found the power to quit. I truly see God’s hand in this man’s life. 
He opened my heart to seeing God at work in different people. 
 
 Other elders reported various encounters with their neighbors. One elder reported 
that she had a nice conversation with a neighbor who told her that he was an agnostic. 
She did not know that. She did not say anything to the neighbor, but this elder told the 
Session that in her opinion there were many people who were our neighbors who do not 
have any relationship with God whatsoever. Other people, she said, are spiritual but not 
religious. “They don’t know God either.” Another elder reported, “I tried to approach a 
neighbor to see how God was speaking and interacting in his life. Well . . . the 
conversation took a strange turn. He just wanted to talk about the minister at the 
Presbyterian Church. He likes you, as I do. I just wanted to pass this on.” Still another 
elder did not follow the experiment exactly. He asked his neighbor point blank, “Do you 
see God at work in your life?” The neighbor replied, “I don’t believe in that.” And that 
was the end of the conversation. Following our discussion, elders were asked to complete 
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the Mission-Shaped Board Survey, a survey designed by Alan Roxburgh specifically for 
church boards. 
 
September 2012 
 Fourteen elders gathered at 5:30 for a light supper and the seventh session of 
“Prayers and Conversations, Visions and Leadership.” This evening the purpose was to 
review the results of the Mission-Shaped Board Survey and discuss them. This meeting 
would complete Step 4 in the steps of practical theology, that is, to recall and discuss 
stories from your church’s history and personal lives that relate to Session leadership.14 I 
was counting on the results from the Mission-Shaped Board Survey to generate such 
stories, which is indeed what took place. Before we launched into the discussion of 
survey results, we completed our Ephesians 4:1-16 Dwelling in the Word exercise. 
 Most of the Dwelling in the Word discussion focused on the various roles for 
leaders that were listed: “apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers.” Five roles 
were listed in Ephesians, but we only have two roles with Session: ruling elder and 
teaching elder. “Are we not exercising all the kinds of leadership we should?” asked one 
elder.  
 We then discussed the results of the Mission-Shaped Board Survey. Fourteen out 
of fifteen active elders completed the survey. Due to the fact that we were using a pre-
publication version of the survey, there was no leader’s guide regarding how to interpret 
the survey results. We analyzed the results according to our own understanding of them. 
                                                          
14 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 43-44.  
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 The Mission-Shaped Board Survey invites board participates to respond to 
questions in twelve areas: Board Purpose, Biblical/Theological Perspectives, 
Competence, Meetings, Communications, Relationships, Problem Solving, Planning, 
Decision Making, Performance, Process, and Conflict. There are four or five questions 
for each area. Participants respond to each question with one of the following: Disagree 
Strongly; Disagree; Neither Agree or Disagree; Agree; or Agree Strongly. Participants 
were able to write comments following the questions in every category. The results report 
the percentage of Agree and Strongly Agree in each area. Table 6.1 presents the results 
for the Session at GIPC in 2012. 
 
Table 6.1 Results of the Mission-Shaped Board Survey at GIPC, 2012 
 
 Category     Percentage of  
      Agree and Strongly Agree 
 
A. Board Purpose     75.0% 
B. Biblical/Theological Perspective  37.5% 
C. Competence    64.3% 
D. Meetings     91.1% 
E. Communication    64.3% 
F. Relationships    78.6% 
G. Problem Solving     71.4% 
H. Planning     32.1% 
I. Decision Making    73.2% 
J. Performance    87.4% 
K. Process     89.1% 
L. Conflict     82.1% 
Mean     70.7% 
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 In general, the elders gave Session a positive rating. They see the Session as 
effective in most areas. Meetings, Performance, Process, and Conflict scores are in the 
low nineties or eighties. These together indicate that Session meetings seem to be going 
well. Board Purpose, Relationships, Problem Solving, and Decision Making scores are in 
the seventies, and Competence and Communication scores are in the sixties. As a whole, 
ten of twelve areas are reportedly strong. Communication can always improve. These 
percentages indicate that the Session is effective organizationally.   
 Two areas, however, have scores in the thirties: Biblical/Theological Perspective 
and Planning. Some of the comments related to these two categories are telling: 
I do not think that we clearly focus on doing things that are distinctively 
Christian. I do not believe that the church is just another social agency here to do 
good. There are many ‘needs’ for us to try to involve ourselves in every cause that 
comes down the street, no matter how worthy they are. When we decide to do 
things, we should be clear up front on how it fits into our mission.  
 
Sometimes we work at getting our tasks accomplished and let the Holy Spirt slip 
out of the process.  
 
I think we need to be more Christ-centered versus event/job/task centered.  
 
Often times we take surveys and tally the responses. I’m not sure that qualifies as 
discernment.  
 
The Session never studies the Bible together as a session.  
 
“Sometimes I think discussions and activities start from the world of business 
rules and secular wisdom rather than faith principles.  
 
We are great at administration and procedures. We are not so great at exploring 
and following biblical directives.  
 
It seems to me that we spend as much or more time on tactics than strategy.   
 
 In these results and comments, the Session sees itself as effective but not 
particularly faithful. The results indicate that they are seeking more biblical and 
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theological input. They do not want to see themselves only as a board but as a Session 
that leads theologically as well as organizationally. In the low result for planning, the 
Session is demonstrating their desire for a more clear sense of God’s mission and purpose 
as they lead and govern GIPC. 
 My comment about the Mission-Shaped Board Survey is that almost all of the 
questions are about the board’s operations and how board members perform. There are 
very few questions about the board’s sense of mission. The Mission-Shaped Church 
Survey is unique in that it provides a snapshot of the church’s relationship to its context. 
The Mission-Shaped Board Survey does not have this uniqueness. There are no questions 
about the board members’ understanding of context or engagement of the community or 
neighborhood.  
 
October 2012 
 Thirteen elders gathered for a light supper and the eighth and final session of 
“Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership.” The theme for this meeting was, 
“What’s next for Session?” This was Step 5 of the practical theology steps, that is, to 
discern and shape new praxis by working through the results of Steps 1 through 4 and 
then prayerfully naming priorities.15 Branson and Martinez write, “Focus on what you 
believe God is doing in your lives and in your context, and experiment with alternatives, 
which will lead you toward commitments to new praxis.”16 The purpose for this last 
meeting was to give the elders another opportunity to draft an adaptive challenge that 
                                                          
15 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 44. 
  
16 Ibid   
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would guide them into answering the question, “What’s next for us?” They had identified 
the values of relationships and participation back in 2011, but they had not crafted these 
values into adaptive challenges. The final meeting of “Prayer and Conversation, Vision 
and Leadership” was another opportunity.  
 We completed Dwelling in the Word with Ephesians. The elders talked about how 
this text had grown on them. Some were surprised that they kept seeing new things each 
time we dwelled in it. Other elders welcomed the end to this routine. Overall, however, 
the elders were thankful that they had grown in their capacity to listen, particularly to 
listen to God through the letter to the Ephesians and to one another each in deeper 
conversation.  
 Then we reviewed our time together over the past eight meetings. We affirmed 
that we saw ourselves as part of a larger conversation going on within the PCUSA and 
the Church in North America about the future of the Church. We also affirmed that we 
have learned that there is more to being an elder than we thought. According to our 
Mission-Shaped Board Survey results, we excelled at management. We did not believe 
we were doing as well in spiritual leadership. We affirmed the values of relationship and 
participation. In this, we believed we knew who we were. We also had a taste of 
experiencing God in the neighborhood and this was exciting to us. We were thankful to 
have grown in our capacity to listen, and we affirmed that we loved sharing meals with 
one another. 
 Once again, we reviewed the distinction between technical and adaptive 
challenges. This was the third time through this material for this Session. We broke into 
three small groups. Each group was to identify three adaptive challenges that Session 
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needs to address in order to move into God’s future for us. We gathered back together as 
a whole group and each group shared what they had come up. We wrote down all of the 
ideas on newsprint, and recorded the following: 
1. Basically, we like what we’re doing and it seems to be working.  
2. We need a common vision.  
3. We need a long-term plan.  
4. We are strong in administration, but we don’t take our direction from the 
Bible.  
5. We need to explore ways to change our presentation and program to meet the 
changes in society and bring the Christian message in a different way.  
6. As a Session, we get bogged down with planning and don’t always have a 
biblical perspective. We need to know the five-year plan and probably update 
it.  
7. We’re doing well in most areas of the church.  
8. We need more personal outreach to include people.  
9. We need a five-year plan and we need to keep it in the forefront.  
10. We need to focus on youth and building a bigger youth ministry.  
11. We need to question this job (being an elder.) Is it a theological calling or the 
basic execution of administrative tasks?  
 
By consensus, Session then narrowed the list to three:  
1. Focus on youth and our youth ministry.  
2. Spend more time on biblical/theological matters. 
3. Develop a five-year plan.  
 
Each of these three is an important issue, but none is adaptive challenge. They do not 
state or imply a desire for new learning. They do not require congregational change or 
transformation. “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and Leadership” concluded without the 
Session identifying adaptive challenges that would inspire, motivate, or energize a new 
sense of direction for the Session at GIPC.   
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CHAPTER 7 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 “What’s next for us?” asked the elder at a meeting of the session of GIPC. During 
the nine months of meetings with the Session, we had made progress in defining who we 
were and we had made commitments in shaping our future work together. Some adaptive 
awareness may have been developed, but Session did not identify adaptive challenges. 
They would answer the elder’s question technically not adaptively.  
 This doctoral project is about changing the cultural imaginary of the Session of 
GIPC. The theory of change in this project is that a process of action learning, following 
the steps of practical theology, would bring about a change in the Session’s “house of 
language.” The elders did good work during “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and 
Leadership.” Even though they had a taste of God in the neighborhood, they did not 
develop the capacity to identify the adaptive challenges facing them as Session. Elders 
failed in this task for two reasons: first, they failed to develop the capacity to discern the 
disruptive nature of God’s Spirit,1 and second, I failed in my leadership.  
                                                          
1 Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People.”  
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The Disruptive Nature of God’s Spirit 
 We live in the midst of massive social and culture disruptions. Roxburgh writes, 
“Forms of leadership, structures and institutions that have supported these churches [like 
GIPC] so well for so long are now faced with yet another shaking of the foundations.”2 
For decades we took these forms of leadership, structures, and institutions for granted. In 
doing so, however, we did not see the formative power they exercised in shaping our 
lives. Now, they are unraveling.3  
A full awareness of these massive social and cultural disruptions is not prevalent 
on Grosse Ile or at GIPC. The community of Grosse Ile is insulated and isolated from 
these disruptions. Even though the Detroit Area has been hit with huge economic 
downturns, a gigantic change in social structures and institutions, the bankruptcy of the 
city, and major correction and restructuring of the auto industry, life is so carefully 
socially constructed on Grosse Ile so as to appear unaffected. Life at GIPC mirrors the 
social construction of the culture on the island. The concept of God that is operative in 
the cultural imaginary of island and church is the God of subjectivity and inwardness.4 
Awareness of God’s presence is limited to the subjective experiences of church people or 
those who are like church people on the island. This concept of God forms the default 
understanding of the Session at GIPC, creating a “default ecclesiocentric pragmatism.”5 
                                                          
2 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 19. 
   
3 Ibid., 25. Roxburgh writes, “Long-established institutional structures are coming apart. . . . 
People have less and less faith in the ability of political, social, economic and religious structures to solve 
problems we are facing, especially in terms of economic and ecological thriving.”  
 
4 Roxburgh, “Practices of a Missional People.”  
 
5 Ibid. 
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The elders never moved beyond this default. They did not develop the capacity to discern 
what God’s Spirit was doing in the midst of disruption.6 
In his book, The Transforming Moment, James Loder writes about the five steps 
of transformational logic in knowing and learning.7 The first step is conflict, the sense 
that things are not right. There is awareness that there is a difference between the way 
things are and the way things should be. The second step is “interlude for scanning,” 
when consciously and unconsciously we search out possible solutions. The third step is 
insight, a “constructive act of imagination,” when we receive insight, intuition, vision, or 
revelation.8 Such insight is received with convicting force. The fourth step is marked in 
two ways, “first by a release of energy bound up in sustaining the conflict and second by 
an opening of the knower to himself or herself to the contextual situation.”9 The fifth step 
is “interpretation of the imaginative solution into the behavioral and/or symbolically 
constructed world of the original context.”10 Loder’s point is that this is how the Holy 
Spirit works in our lives. This transformational logic, according to Loder, is the logic of 
the Spirit.11 This is how the Holy Spirit brings new insight and revelation to us. It is 
important to note that the first step is conflict or disruption. 
                                                          
6 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking Church, Changing the World, 30. Roxburgh writes, “We lose 
the capacity to hear the dislocating invitation of the Spirit.” 
  
7 Loder, The Transforming Moment, 31-35.  
   
8 Ibid., 32.  
 
9 Ibid, 33. 
  
10 Ibid. 
 
11 James E. Loder, The Logic of the Spirit: Human Development in Theological Perspective (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1998). 
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Attending to conflict is a significant aspect in developing adaptive capacity. It is 
important for leadership to surface the conflict so that courageous conversations may 
ensure and adaptation may emerge.12 Diminishing conflict and denying conflict all 
together leads back to defaults. In addition, lessening or even loosening conflict prevents 
us from communicating a coherent story about what God is up to in the world and how 
lives are to be formed around this understanding.13 
The Holy Spirit is disruptive. Roxburgh explains, “Throughout Israel’s history 
and [the history of the Church], the Spirit continually disrupts the settled life of God’s 
people, pushing them out of established frameworks and boundaries in order to compel 
them to reframe their lives to be more faithfully a sign, witness and foretaste of the 
kingdom.”14 The Holy Spirit is an active agent in the current unraveling of culture and 
church.15 The Holy Spirit is at work in our world, at work at GIPC, and at work in the 
Session of GIPC, disrupting the cultural and ecclesiological defaults in order to open us 
to “embrace a new imagination” of what God is doing in our time and place. The first 
step of discernment for the Session is to discern the disruptive nature of God’s Spirit. 
Alas, even though the elders completed this project, this discernment has not yet taken 
place. 
                                                          
12 Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership, 115.  
 
13 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking Church, Changing the World, 9.   
 
14 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 102. 
 
15 Roxburgh writes, “Ultimately, it is my strong conviction that the Spirit has been at work in this 
long unraveling. The Spirit is inviting churches to embrace a new imagination, but the other one had to 
unravel for us to see it for what it is.” Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking Church, Changing the World, 7. 
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This doctoral project failed because the elders failed to grasp the importance of 
this point in time. The steps of practical theology did not lead them to grasp the 
significance of this moment of unraveling. Perhaps another process, such as The 
Missional Network’s “Five Steps” or “Moving Back into the Neighborhood,” might have 
fostered a different awareness in the elders, but I doubt it. The defaults are just too strong, 
and without an impending crisis and a sense things are going well, I do not believe any 
particular process would have generated a perception of the Spirit’s disruption in the nine 
months of this project. This doctoral project failed to lead the members of Session at 
GIPC to attend to the disorientation of God’s Spirit and to meet its challenge.  
 
My Leadership 
 My hope for this project was that the elders would listen to the Spirit together and 
move forward on a missional journey. There was some terrific listening in our meetings 
as elders developed new understanding of their role and Session become more intentional 
about being biblical and theological. It is the moving forward on a missional journey with 
which I was disappointed. I believe I now know why we did not get very far: it was my 
journey, not theirs, and it did not become ours.  
 I made the classic mistake. I designed “Prayer and Conversation, Vision and 
Leadership.” The elders did not take part in creating our program or process. It was from 
me, top-down. Roxburgh and Boren write, 
Our experience shows us that almost every change process (missional or 
otherwise) designed by leadership (a pastor or board) goes through a predictable 
cycle. It is accepted [at first] with enthusiasm and initial energy. . . . If missional 
transformation is introduced as a program, or plan from the leadership (a top-
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down model), it will go through this predictable cycle of energy, enthusiasm, and 
decline because it was never actually owned by the people themselves.16   
 
“To be blunt,” Roxburgh and Boren continue, “most change plans and programs initiated 
by leadership will not change the social system or imagination of the people.”17 I can now 
testify to the truth of that statement. 
 What I learned about my leadership in this project is that people own what they 
help to create. The key to initiating missional change is empowering the people to discern 
and develop actions that come from themselves rather than strategies and programs 
proposed by leadership.18 Branson exhorts his readers, “Give the work back to the 
people.”19 This includes giving them the work and also planning and developing the 
work. It is important to encourage leadership voices from below.20 My job as leader is to 
cultivate an environment in which this can happen.21 My challenge is to understand the 
level of work and the amount of time it takes to change the defaults, articulate adaptive 
challenges, and encourage change in the cultural imaginary.  
 
 
 
                                                          
16 Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional Church, 136. 
 
17 Ibid., 138. 
  
18 Ibid. 
  
19 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 224. 
  
20 Ibid. 
  
21 Roxburgh and Boren write, “The leader (whether pastor, clergy, or board) needs to develop 
skills in creating environments in which the people themselves do the work of discerning and discovering 
the imagination that the Spirit is giving them for mission.” Roxburgh and Boren, Introducing the Missional 
Church, 139. 
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A Surprising Outcome of the Project 
Just when I thought this project was not moving Session forward on a missional 
journey, something happened and that affirmed once again that “the Spirit of God is 
among the people.”22 A few months after the conclusion of “Prayer and Conversation, 
Vision and Leadership,” in January 2014, the elder for Mission and Stewardship came to 
see me and said a member of the congregation had an idea. This member had heard about 
what the Session had been doing and was particularly interested in the engaging the 
neighborhood. This church member had heard that there is a lack of transitional housing 
in our community and no one is aware of it. She was concerned that single-parent 
families find themselves without housing. Because of bankruptcy but more often because 
of divorce or domestic violence, single mothers and their children are without finances 
and need a home. The church member shared her concern: 
We tend to ignore situations like this in our community. We hate to admit that 
there’s family trouble here, or financial disasters here. But I’m especially 
concerned for these kids. They have been going to school here, and they have 
their friends here. Then, through no fault of their own, they are uprooted and 
forced to go most often with their mother to a whole new community, often in 
substandard accommodations. This is not good for these kids and I’d like to do 
something about it. Can the church help? 
 
I told the elder who was relaying all this to me that we should bring it to Session. 
At the next meeting, we did so. Session listened and decided to “listen to the 
neighborhood.” This was the language they used, which came from “Prayer and 
Conversations, Vision and Leadership.” Several session members researched transitional 
                                                          
22 Roxburgh and Romanuk, 18. Roxburgh and Romanuk also write, “In [the] biblical narratives 
God is constantly present in places where no one would logically expect God’s future to emerge, and yet it 
does, over and over again.”  
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housing in our community. Others sought out families who found themselves in these 
difficult circumstances. When the elders reported what they learned, Session was shocked 
that this was a genuine problem and that even some of their neighbors were affected. 
A team was put together to develop a plan to address the concern. In conversation 
with the church member who raised the issue as well as others, we concluded that the 
best thing we could do for our neighbors was to become part of the neighborhood. When 
the plan came to Session for approval in the fall of 2014, one of the elders speaking in 
favor said, “We have a history here at GIPC of providing housing. We had refugee 
families before. Now we’ll serve people from our community. This is our next great 
adventure!” 
A property was acquired. GIPC members decorated it and filled it with everything 
a family might need. Advice and help came from Wayne Metro, the county social service 
agency, so that services would be provided for families, and “Grace House” came into 
being. Grace House, a place for single-parent families in need of transitional housing, 
find grace. Grace House families pay rent as they are able, and they must avail 
themselves of social services. GIPC members supplement social service mentoring for 
adults, tutoring for kids, and problem-solving when things come up. Grace House 
residents may worship at GIPC or participate in any way they see fit, but they are not 
required to do so. Our first family moved in less than a month after Grace House opened. 
One year later, Grace House II was up and running.  
As it turned out, the experiment of listening for what God was up to in our 
neighbors was positive. It encouraged elders to try a new behavior: actively listening for 
God’s presence outside of church in their neighborhoods. My hope was that they would 
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begin to see that they were not only elders while they were at church, but also when they 
leave the church. They continued to be elders at work, at school, and at home in their 
neighborhoods. God was ahead of them, calling them to active forms of Christian 
leadership. Listening was a good first step in responding to God’s call.  
 Almost all of what the elders had heard of what God was doing with their 
neighbors was related to internal feeling states. They were listening to their neighbors 
within a framework that limited God “to the inner lives of individuals.”23 They heard 
their neighbors share how God was taking care of them. They did not report hearing 
about God bringing about reconciliation, justice, or peace. They did not report hearing 
about God socially constructing new relationships or breaking barriers to build new 
communities. They did not report hearing about God addressing some of the major 
political or economic issues that cause such deep concern in our culture. But they did 
hear that God was doing something in their neighbors. And as a result, they became open 
to discovering God in their neighborhoods.24  
“Ephesians was right on,” an elder commented at a Session meeting in the fall of 
2014, “God is as much outside and inside the church.” The elders talked about discerning 
                                                          
23 Alan J. Roxburgh, “Practices of Christian Life—Framing and Performing a Culture,” The 
Journal of Missional Practice 1 (Fall 2012).  
   
24 Roxburgh writes, “Neighborhoods are the context into which God calls us to live the mission of 
Jesus. . . . Do you want to know where to find Jesus today? Have you ever wondered how to go about 
figuring out what God is up to in the world? Are you wondering how to shape local churches that aren’t 
boring or merely a poor substitute for the self-help programs on TV? The response to each is the same; join 
with Jesus and move back into the neighborhood because that’s where we’ll connect with what God is up 
to.” Alan J. Roxburgh, Moving Back into the Neighborhood: The Workbook, Pre-publication ed. 
(Vancouver, BC: The Missional Network, 2010), 1. 
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God’s presence not only in church but next door to where they live.25 Grace House may 
be beginnings of a new “house of language.” Grace House may be the first block in the 
foundation of a new cultural imaginary. Their concept of God continues to be therapeutic, 
but the location is changing. God is no longer the church’s abstract concept, but he is a 
more concrete God, grounded “in place at a specific time [with] particular people with 
names and addresses.”26  
Grace House was not the result of addressing an adaptive challenge. GIPC has 
been and continues to be a strong, local congregation. Attendance is smaller now than it 
was twenty years ago, but there are two services every Sunday and one of them is usually 
packed. There are fewer children in Sunday school, but there are many families with 
young children in the congregation. At the time of this writing, the church is experiencing 
an explosion of babies and baptisms. The high school group is larger than it has ever 
been. The church budget is completely subscribed by the membership. In recent years, 
the church has had a budget surplus, even as GIPC is the largest mission-giving church in 
the Presbytery of Detroit. All this is to say that GIPC has not yet experienced the decline 
that has beset most Euro-tribal, denominational congregations. Elders do not really see 
the need to identify adaptive challenges because everything seems to be fine. 
The need for Grace House in our community shows us, however, that everything 
is not as fine as it seems. The unraveling is below the surface, off-stage, on Grosse Ile 
and at GIPC. One the most important things for leadership at GIPC to do going forward 
                                                          
25 Simon Carey Holt, God Next Door: Spirituality and Mission in the Neighbourhood (Victoria, 
Australia: Acorn Press, 2007).  
 
26 Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood, 72. 
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will be to address the real issues people are dealing with in their lives. God is on the 
ground in the neighborhoods of Grosse Ile, making God’s kingdom real, as people of 
faith develop relationships with their neighbors and share their lives. 
 
What Is Next for GIPC’s Session? 
 The church board plays a prominent role in the Missional Change Process. The 
board endorses the process, selects the Guiding Team and the Missional Action Teams, 
and communicates challenges to the congregations. These actions keep the board 
engaged, informed, and connected, and they are appropriate for a Presbyterian Session. 
While that is positive, an additional responsibility should be given to the Session of 
Presbyterian churches: they should be given the task of conducting experiments. Session 
and its committees are already engaged in the ministry and programs of the church. Just 
as experiments were welcomed by the session as GIPC, so they would be by other elders 
and committees in other congregations. Experiments are fun, exciting, low risk, and 
Presbyterians love to learn.    
 Due to the affinity for this at GIPC, we now include in our church budget a line 
item for research and development. Session committee may use this money to try 
something new without diminishing the funds for ongoing ministries. It could be that the 
elders at GIPC might be able to identify adaptive challenges after they attempt a few 
more experiments. In answer to the elder’s question, “What’s next for us?” the answer is, 
“We’re going to try a few experiments to see how God is leading us. Want to see what 
God is doing ahead of us?” 
 
 108 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8 
 
“GOD ON THE GROUND”: A THEOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTION 
 
As GIPC considers attempting a few experiments to see how God is leading us, it 
is important to know who we understand God to be. He is not the God of late modernity, 
nor the God of default ecclesiocentric pragmatism, but rather he is “God on the ground.” 
This chapter is a brief theological construction of this “God on the ground” concept. 
 
A Personal Journey 
 It took over twenty years of professional ministry in the Presbyterian Church for 
me to begin to consider the idea of “God on the ground.” I graduated with a Master of 
Divinity from Princeton Theological Seminary in 1981. My emphasis was pastoral care 
and counseling. I was fully schooled in the “Renewal and Relational Revolution.”1 I 
completed several units of Clinical Pastoral Education. In my first call at Westminster 
Presbyterian Church in Minneapolis from 1981 to 1986, I received accreditation through 
the American Association of Pastoral Counselors. At this time, God for me was all about 
addressing psychological needs and providing support. My ministry was therapeutic.   
                                                          
1 Roxburgh, Joining God, Remaking Church, Changing the World, 14.  
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My second call was to Trinity Presbyterian Church in Topeka, Kansas from 1986 
to 1992. Topeka was home to the Menninger Foundation, a premier psychiatric hospital 
and research center that provided much leadership in exploring the intersection of 
Christian faith and Freudian psychology. In Topeka, my ministry continued to be based 
upon a concept of God that encouraged people to deal with deep psychological issues. 
During this time, I also discovered a new gift. I had the ability to provide pastoral 
leadership that fostered church growth. During my tenure at Trinity in Topeka, church 
attendance grew remarkably and the church expanded its facility. I fully adopted the 
culture of the church growth movement as an important aspect of my ministry.2 
In 1992, I was called as pastor/head of staff of the First Presbyterian Church of 
Champaign, Illinois, a dream job for me. I was born and raised in Central Illinois and I 
was delighted for the opportunity to return home. Champaign is the home of the 
University of Illinois and a college town provides a wonderful living environment. First 
Presbyterian was a large congregation, with approximately 1300 members, a large staff, 
and a very large core of evangelical people with whom I connected quickly. First 
Presbyterian grew rapidly during my time there. About one hundred people a year were 
uniting with the congregation. All kinds of new programs and ministries were 
established. The church and its leadership adopted what Roxburgh refers to as “the 
Corporate Approach.”3 My ministry was managerial and entrepreneurial, and my models 
were Bill Hybels and Rick Warren. God for me was a God of vision statements, strategic 
                                                          
2 Ibid., 17. 
  
3 Ibid., 18. 
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planning, aligning resources (and unfortunately objectifying people in the process), and 
taking great pride in increasing numbers. 
It all came tumbling down, however, in 2000, with a personal crisis and a divorce. 
Professionally, I had done very well, but personally I had neglected relationships and not 
exercised good judgement. I was no longer fit to serve as pastor/head of staff and 
resigned. 
In the midst of it all, I started to think of God in a new way. Instead of the God 
who meets psychological needs or the God who encourages churches to grow or the God 
who uses me to lead people to fulfil organizational goals, I began to see that God was 
gathering people into small communities, building them up in faith and trust, and sending 
them out into the world in mission and service. This was a God who was particular and 
specific, doing important things in small and quiet ways. This new understanding made 
God feel more real to me. I backed off my ambition, reigned in my drive to accomplish 
and succeed, repented of what I had done to hurt others and bring my marriage to an end, 
and resolved to grow deeper in understanding the God I was coming to know in a new 
way.  
I devoted myself to reading. I read Missional Church, edited by Darrell Guder4 
and The Continuing Conversion of the Church, written by Guder.5 I also read Foolishness 
                                                          
4 Darrell L. Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1998). 
  
5 Darrell L. Guder, The Continuing Conversion of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing, 2000). 
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to the Greeks by Lesslie Newbigin and various related articles and websites.6 I connected 
the missional understanding of God that Guder and Newbigin wrote about with the new 
understanding of God that was becoming so important for me.  
From 2001 to 2005, I worked as director of communications for Jimmy John’s, 
“World Greatest Gourmet Sandwiches.” During that time I also served as interim pastor 
and stated supply pastor for several Presbyterian congregations in Central Illinois. In 
2006, I received a call to become interim pastor at St. Presbyterian Church in Livonia, 
Michigan, and I applied to Fuller Theological Seminary’s Doctor of Ministry Program in 
Missional Leadership with professors Alan Roxburgh and Mark Lau Branson. At that 
time, I did not know who they were. All I knew was that I wanted to study missional 
leadership, missional church, and the missional concept of God as extensively as 
possible. In 2009, I was called to be pastor/head of staff at GIPC. My understanding of 
God and ministry had changed a great deal between 2000 and 2009.  
 
God on the Ground 
“God on the ground” is my designation for the Spirit of God. The Holy Spirit 
connotes the God who is at work in the world—gathering, building up, and sending 
people to continue Jesus’ mission. The remainder of this chapter presents a theology of 
“God on the ground.”  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
6 Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture (Grand Rapids, 
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1986). 
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God Is Not Vague 
In the Presbyterian congregations I have served for the past thirty-four years, the 
concept of God has been vague7 and not connected to everyday life.8 It is my experience 
that when people speak of “God,” they almost always do so with its “semantic 
minimum.”9 They speak of a generic God. They speak of God as an elusive power. They 
speak of God as a nebulous force. Roxburgh writes, “In the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries the notion of rationality as universal and abstract became the dominant narrative 
in the development of the political order of the emerging states.”10 Formed by this 
dominant narrative, the concept of God in Euro-tribal churches such as those I have 
served for thirty-four years has become an “abstract, impersonal force.”11 Van Gelder and 
Zscheile write, “Modernity tended to render [God] superfluous, and, along the way, 
removed a sense of God’s dynamic immediacy and personal presence from the 
cosmos.”12 Consequently, theologian Thomas Torrance asserts that churches today are 
“detached from the empirical reality of the living and acting God” and “become abstract 
and rationalistic and stuck in arid ideas and inflexible frames of thought, losing its 
                                                          
7 Charles Taylor writes, “Christianity has become ‘a vague kind’ of belief.” See Charles Taylor, A 
Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 519.   
    
8 Roxburgh writes, “After forty years of leadership in all kinds of church contexts, I have never 
heard or felt such a level of disconnectedness with existing churches as I do now.” Roxburgh, Missional, 
16. He adds, “Church is nice to be around but is not integral to the structure or expectations of everyday 
life.” Roxburgh, Missional, 15. 
  
9 Wolfhart Panneberg, An Introduction to Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing, 1991), 8. 
 
10 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 88.   
 
11 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 104. 
   
12 Ibid.  
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relevance for the life of faith.”13 With the loss of an understanding of God as a person, 
there was a corresponding shift in emphasis from God’s agency to human agency.14 “God 
on the ground” is an understanding of God beyond minimal definition.  
 
God Is One 
God is one. Deuteronomy 6:4-5 states, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the 
Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your might.” Rabbinic tradition calls this command the Shema. No other 
command is more central to the observance of Judaism. Jesus exemplifies this by citing 
the Shema when challenged about the law. There is one God and this God is one, unified 
in being and action. This one God is not represented as disembodied power or an ethereal 
force. The God who is one is presented as a person. Walter Brueggemann writes,   
“God” as rendered in the Old Testament is a fully articulated personal agent, with 
all the particulars of personhood and with a full repertoire of traits and actions that 
belong to a fully formed and actualized person. Such a particular person cannot 
settle for vagueness because the particularity has a history and an identity that 
remain constant over time. Such a particular person cannot accept a fixity as 
reflected in some forms of classical tradition, because this particular person 
possesses all of the dimensions or freedom and possibility that rightly belong to a 
personal agent.15 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
13 Thomas Torrance, God and Rationality (London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 3.   
 
14 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 93. Roxburgh writes, “Individuals became agents who self-
define their relationship to social structures.” 
   
15 Walter Brueggemann, An Unsettling God: The Heart of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2009), 2. 
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God Is Three 
God is one and God is three. In the biblical tradition, the word “God” is shorthand 
for the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.16 Trinity expresses the three persons or 
manifestations of the one God. Three understandings follow from the concept of God as 
Trinity.  
First, God is communal and relational.17 Father, Son, and Holy Spirit mutually 
indwell one another. They exist in one another and for one another. Within the Trinity, 
there is interdependent giving and receiving. The Trinity is three persons in relationship. 
The word perichoresis is critical for grasping God’s communal and relational nature. 
Perichoresis means “dancing around” and connotes the communion of God as Trinity. 
Within God’s Trinitarian character, there is the unity of the three relating to one another. 
Within God’s Trinitarian character, there is also a diversity or uniqueness of three. The 
community and relationality are not secondary inferences about the nature of God, but are 
at the core of God’s being.  
This approach fundamentally changes how we view what it means to human. 
Human beings are not intended to be isolated individuals. Instead, they are to find their 
identity and their purpose communally and relationally. Van Gelder writes, “Relational 
                                                          
16 Graham Cray writes, “When Christians speak of God, it is as shorthand for the Holy Trinity.” 
Graham Cray, Mission-Shaped Church: Church Planting and Fresh Expressions of Church in a Changing 
Context (London: Church Publishing House, 2004), 84. Van Gelder also writes, “The use of the word 
‘God’ here is intended to refer to a Christian confession of God as a Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 
See Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church: A Community Led by the Spirit (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007), 188, note 4. 
     
17 Cray, Mission-Shaped Church, 84.  
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personhood is constitutive of being—an inherent aspect of its essence.”18 There is no 
personality identity without relationality.  
A Christian anthropology insists that the “other” is a subject, not an object, and 
that relating to “others” is the way to know God. Roxburgh writes, 
We know God in the concreteness of particular stories that have occurred at 
specific times and places. We come to know the nature of the gospel, not through 
some form of romantic universalizing, but in the social construction of our lives, 
through the social imaginaries of our time and place, and through the concrete 
encounters we have with the people and communities about us.19  
   
The church is to reflect the communal and relational character of God. Newbigin uses the 
term “hermeneutic of the gospel” to describe how the church is to be a concrete, “on the 
ground” community, that is the interpretative key for God’s wider purposes for 
humanity.20   
Second, God is a missionary God. This is the concept of missio Dei, the mission 
of God. The classic understanding of missio Dei is that God the Father sends the Son; 
God the Father and Son send the Holy Spirit; and God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
send the Church into the world.21 The communion of the persons of the Trinity is not to 
be understood as closed in on itself. Rather, God as Trinity is an outgoing movement of 
love, grace, forgiveness, and power. Creation and salvation are the overflow of the 
Trinitarian life of God. God the Trinity has a mission. God’s mission is cosmic in scope, 
                                                          
18 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 105. 
 
19 Roxburgh, Missional: Joining God in the Neighborhood, 74. 
  
20 Leslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing, 1989), 222-233. 
   
21 Ibid., 102.  
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attending to the reconciliation and restoration of all things, the establishment of peace and 
justice, the redemption of a fallen humanity, the building up of the Church, and the 
advent of God’s kingdom. God’s DNA is mission. 
Third, there is then reciprocity with the life of God as Trinity.22 The Trinitarian 
God is not aloof or unaffected by the world. The Trinitarian God is not simply sending 
from afar. The Trinitarian God has an interactive relationship with the world. God’s 
reciprocity demonstrates God’s pathos. Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel writes,  
God does not reveal himself in an abstract absoluteness, but . . . in a personal and 
intimate relationship to the world. God does not simply command and expect 
obedience; He is also moved and affected by what happens in the world, and 
reacts accordingly. Events and human action arouse in Him joy or sorrow, 
pleasure or wrath. He is not conceived as judging [the world in detachment]. He 
reacts in an intimate and subjective manner, and thus determines the value of 
events. Quite obviously in the biblical view man’s deeds can move Him, affect 
Him, grieve Him, or, on the other hand, gladden and please him. The notion that 
God can be intimately affected, that he possesses not merely intelligence and will, 
but also feeling and pathos, basically defines the prophetic consciousness of 
God.23  
 
Van Gelder and Zscheile also write, “God’s own inner life is affected by the world, 
which means that the actions of humans affect God’s inner life.”24 
God’s pathos is most vividly expressed in Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the material 
reality of God’s mission is a particular place and time. Jesus is the mission of God 
contextualized and Jesus contextualized.25 God’s saving mission was accomplished on 
                                                          
22 Ibid., 108. 
  
23 Abraham Heschel, The Prophets, as quoted in Joseph Harp Britton, Abraham Heschel and the 
Phenomenon of Piety (London: A&C Black, 2013), 14. 
  
24 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 109.  
 
25 Carl Raschke writes, “The ‘real’ is always relational, and the relational is the genuine ens 
realissium [final goal].” Carl Raschke, Globo Christ: The Great Commission Takes a Postmodern Turn 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2008), 118.  
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the cross of Jesus Christ as salvation for all people. God sent his Son as God’s action on 
behalf of the healing and reconciliation of the world in specific contexts. Jesus’ 
resurrection signaled the radical turning of human history as God’s new creation began to 
break in to replace the old. 
 
God Is an Active Agent 
 Human agency has become the central focus of our time.26 Roxburgh’s reading of 
Ephesians 1:3-14 focuses on God’s agency.27 In this first section of the letter, Paul is 
working through “a practical theological discourse that seeks to understand the 
fundamental meaning of what God was doing in Christ.”28 These verses are one long 
sentence in the original Greek. It is a doxological hymn of praise to God for what God 
has done in Jesus Christ “before the foundation of the world” (Eph.1:4). Roxburgh 
concludes, “In Paul’s framing, God is active agent, always at the center of what’s 
happening. . . . What Paul now does is decenter existing stories, and in so doing invite the 
young church to imagine structures and ways of instituting social life that reflect the story 
of God’s reconciling presence in Jesus Christ.”29 The letter to the Ephesians affirms and 
proclaims God’s active agency in all things. 
 Branson and Martinez affirm the location of God’s active agency. God is active 
within the local church, but, more importantly, Branson and Martinez see social 
                                                          
26 Ibid., 101.  
 
27 Roxburgh, Structured for Mission, 62. Roxburgh names Paul as the author of the letter to the 
Ephesians.  
 
28 Ibid. 
 
29 Ibid., 62-63. 
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reconciliation across cultural barriers as an important theme of the letter to the 
Ephesians.30 Ephesians 4:11, according to them, emphasizes “living outside the church’s 
internal life.”31 They explain, “For example, apostle means ‘sent,’ prophets frequently 
dealt with how Israel and the church are related to matters employing God’s love for the 
world, and pastors—‘shepherds’—are not so much needed inside a corral as with the 
sheep in the wild.”32 Branson and Martinez affirm God as an active agent outside the 
Church. 
 Surprisingly, The Book of Order does not share this emphasis. The Book of Order 
begins with a strong statement of God’s mission. The first chapter, titled, “The 
Foundations of Presbyterian Polity,” begins,   
The good news of the Gospel is that the triune God—Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit—creates, redeems, sustains, rules, and transforms all things and all 
people. This one living God, the Scriptures say, liberated the people of Israel from 
oppression and covenanted to be their God. By the power of the Spirit, this one 
living God is incarnate in Jesus Christ, who came to live in the world, die for the 
world, and be raised again to new life. The Gospel of Jesus Christ announces the 
nearness of God’s kingdom, bringing good news to all who are impoverished, 
sight to all who are blind, freedom to all who are oppressed, and proclaiming the 
Lord’s favor upon all creation. 
The mission of God in Christ gives shape and substance to the life and 
work of the Church. In Christ, the Church participates in God’s mission for the 
transformation of creation and humanity by proclaiming to all people the good 
news of God’s love, offering to all people the grace of God at font and table, and 
calling all people to discipleship in Christ. Human beings have no higher goal in 
life than to glorify and enjoy God now and forever, living in covenant fellowship 
with God and participating in God’s mission.33  
                                                          
30 Branson and Martinez, Churches, Cultures, and Leadership, 103.  
 
31 Ibid. 
 
32 Ibid. 
 
33 BOO F-1.01. 
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In these paragraphs, God is an active agent throughout all creation and the mission of the 
Church is to participate in God’s mission. This understanding of God’s agency, however, 
is lost in throughout the rest of The Book of Order.  
For example, in G-3.02, the responsibilities of the Session are listed. There are 
three. The first is to provide that the Word of God may be truly preached and heard. The 
second is to provide that the Sacraments may be rightly administrated and received. The 
third is to nurture the covenant community of disciples of Christ. The Session, however, 
may fulfil these responsibilities and the accompanying duties without ever having to 
leave the church facility.  
Another example is in G-0201, in which the responsibilities for ruling elders are 
listed. They are as follows:   
Ruling elders, together with teaching elders, exercise leadership government, 
spiritual discernment, and discipline and have responsibilities for the life of a 
congregation as well as the whole church, including ecumenical relationships. 
When elected by the congregation, they shall serve faithfully as members of the 
session. When elected as commissioners to higher councils, ruling elders 
participate and vote with the same authority as teaching elders, and they are 
eligible for any office. 
 
Aside from participating in Presbytery, Synod, and General Assembly, ruling elders may 
fulfil the responsibilities of their office and the accompanying duties within the church 
facility. There is a remarkable inconsistency between the strong statement of God’s 
mission in F-1.01 and the responsibilities of Session in G-3.02 and ruling elders in G-
2.0201. What is missing in the list of responsibilities of Session and ruling elders is a 
sense of the active agency of God as affirmed in the letter to the Ephesians. 
 Because of a leadership context of managerialism and the formal ecclesiology of 
the PCUSA which lacks a sense of God’s agency, especially outside the church facility, 
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the elder who asked, “What’s next for us?” was predisposed for a certain type of answer. 
The expected answer would include strategic or long-range planning; it would view the 
church as an organization, and would be without more than a passing reference to God’s 
presence or mission.    
God is a God who acts. Karl Barth writes, “God is who He is in His works.”34 
This God gathers people. From their isolation, from their forms of social life that insulate 
and isolate them from one another, God calls and gathers people in order to create new 
imagination. Roxburgh writes, “God calls a people, and among that people, the 
imagination for a new future is born.”35 From the call of Abraham onwards, God has both 
desired and initiated the blessing and healing of all creation. That desire is made real on 
the ground with the calling of Israel as God’s servant people and Jesus’ calling disciples 
to follow him.  
Continuing the history of God’s calling, the followers of Jesus are mobilized by 
the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost to be instruments, agents, and signs of God’s 
mission in the world.36 The Church is the gathered community. The purpose of the local 
church is to discern and engage God’s initiatives in the local context.37 It is not the 
                                                          
34 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics II.I: The Doctrine of God (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1957), 
260.  
 
35 Alan J. Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making: Skills for Leading in Times of Transition (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 179. 
  
36 Darrel Guder, “Mission in a Pluralistic Society: Why and How?” (lecture, presented at Mission 
Conference, Nyborg Strand, Denmark, Presentation 1, June 9, 2006). 
  
37 Branson, “A Missional Church Process,” 103. 
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church that has a mission, but that God’s mission has a church.38 God’s DNA is mission 
and the DNA of the church is to be a missionary community.39 
 
Vocation 
Biblical tradition emphasizes the concept of “call.” Guder writes,  
Just as the original community of twelve, representing the continuation and 
extension of the whole people of God, resulted from Jesus’ calling them, the 
church is the response to God’s initiative, God’s calling, God’s invitation, and 
God’s empowering. It is God who calls, God’s Spirit who enables our hearing and 
responding, and the triune God who determines that this unlikely community will 
be the agent, the foretaste, the firstfruits of the inbreaking kingdom.40 
 
“Vocation” or calling is, according to Guder, “the defining center of Bible 
ecclesiology.”41 Presbyterian tradition also emphasizes God’s call. The Book of Order, in 
a section titled, “Call to Ordered Ministry,” states, “The call to ordered ministry in the 
Church is an act of the triune God. This call is evidenced by the movement of the Holy 
Spirit in the individual conscience, the approval of God’s people, and the concurring 
judgement of a council of the Church.”42 Both biblical and Presbyterian tradition describe 
the communal nature of God’s call, and yet this is missing in the GIPC elders’ 
understanding of call. They know they have been called by God through the church, but 
                                                          
38 This is a paraphrased version of Jürgen Moltmann’s statement: “It is not the church that has a 
mission of salvation to fulfil to the world; it is the mission of the Son and the Spirit through the Father that 
includes the church, creating the church as it goes its ways.” See Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the 
Power of the Spirit: A Contribution to Messianic Ecclesiology (New York: Fortress Press, 1977), 64. 
  
39 Cray, Mission-Shaped Church, 85.  
 
40 Darrell L. Guder, “The Worthy Walk of the Missional Congregation” (lecture, The Payton 
Lectures, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA, May 2-3, 2007). This quote is found on page 6 of 
the handout that accompanied the lecture. 
 
41 Ibid.  
 
42 BOO G.20103. 
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they tend to see their call as personal. As individuals, they are called to do something. 
But they did not seem to grasp that they had been called together to lead the church in 
God’s mission. Their sense of call echoes the individualism prevalent in the culture.  
There is no denying that each person’s life, even each’s person’s profession, is a 
calling. And the collected callings of the elders have a cumulative effect upon the 
character of the Session. But the church as a whole and the Session in particular is 
addressed by God and called to God’s mission. The Session is to discern this call for its 
own place, time, and context. The Session’s calling is so much more than the sum total of 
all the personal calls that it ends up being the other way around. A personal call is shaped 
and formed in the context of a community that has clarity about its calling. A personal 
sense of call is derived from the “one hope of our calling” in Ephesians 4:4.43 God’s call 
is always connected to God’s people as a community. 
It is important here to connect God’s call to the concept of adaptive challenge. 
God calls collectively by presenting us with adaptive challenges. God calls as a church to 
discern adaptive challenges in to order be part God’s transformation of all creation. God 
calls us as a leadership community, as elders at GIPC, to recognize the adaptive 
challenges in the current context and see that God is at work empowering God’s people 
to address them.  
 
 
 
 
                                                          
43 George R. Hunsberger, “Discerning Missional Vocation,” in Treasure in Clay Jars: Patterns in 
Missional Faithfulness, ed. Lois Y. Barrett et al. (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 
2004), 38. 
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Conclusion 
 This brief construction of a theology of “God on the ground” is meant to convey 
that this concept generates adaptive awareness. Adaptive awareness has three aspects: 
first, an awareness of what God is doing among the people of the congregation; second, 
an awareness of how the congregation can imagine itself as being the center of God’s 
activities; and third, an awareness of what God is already up to in the congregation’s 
context.44 The key to adaptive awareness is God. Developing adaptive awareness depends 
on the operative concept of God in that particular group of people.45 Without a concept of 
“God on the ground,” with only a vague or abstract concept of God, the Session was not 
able to identify adaptive challenges. As the Session develops the concept of “God on the 
ground” and makes it their own, adaptive awareness would be present and the elders 
would be empowered to recognize and communicate adaptive challenges. 
 
                                                          
44 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 32-33.  
 
45 Jannie Swart, Scott Hagley, John Ogren, and Mark Love, “Toward a Missional Theology of 
Participation: Ecumenical Reflections on Contributions to Trinity, Mission, and Church,” Missiology: An 
International Review XXXVII, no. 1 (January 2009).   
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
 
 The purpose of this doctoral project was to lead the session of the GIPC through 
steps of practical theology so that they would identify and name adaptive challenges 
facing the congregation and thus be empowered to conduct experiments in addressing 
them. After nine months of Dwelling in the Word with Ephesians 4:1-16, working 
through each of the steps of practical theology, conducting an experiment of listening to 
their neighbors, and completing and discussing the Mission-Shaped Board Survey, the 
elders were unable to make the distinction between technical and adaptive challenges and 
recognize adaptive challenges.  
The goals I had set out for this project were not accomplished. I attributed this 
failure to the elders’ inability to attend to the disruptive nature of God’s Spirit, as well as 
my own leadership mistakes. In my opinion, a different process such as The Missional 
Network’s Five-Steps or the Moving Back into the Neighborhood would not have 
fostered a different result. Because the ecclesiological defaults are so strong, the Session 
was unable to perceive of the significance of this particular moment in time. Yet in spite 
of the fact that adaptive challenges were not identified, the project produced a significant 
outcome in founding of Grace House I and Grace House II.  
Going forward, the challenge is for the Session in particular and the congregation 
of GIPC in general to begin to develop a new understanding of “God on the ground.” An 
increasing awareness of this concept of “God on the ground”—in the neighborhood, 
network, community, and context of GIPC—generates an adaptive awareness, and this 
awareness would lead elders to identify and name adaptive challenges. The thesis of this 
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doctoral project is correct: spiritual formation creates the capacity to identify adaptive 
challenges.  
 In Foolish to the Greeks, Newbigin asks this question: “What would be involved 
in a genuinely missionary encounter between the gospel and the culture that is shared by 
the peoples of Europe and North America, their colonial and cultural off-shoots, and the 
growing company of educated leaders in the cities of the world?”1 This is the adaptive 
challenge for the Church in North America. Other adaptive challenges are derivative. 
 “God on the ground” is challenging the congregation at GIPC. “God on the 
ground” is challenging us to come to grips with the unraveling. “God on the ground” is 
challenging us to understand why our ecclesiological defaults no longer work. “God on 
the ground” is challenging us to discern how the gospel might engage a time of massive 
unraveling. “God on the ground” is challenging us to listen for what God is doing out 
there and to join God’s mission. The good news is that God is empowering us to address 
these challenges, participate in God’s mission, and imagine a new way of being church in 
the process.   
                                                          
1 Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, 1. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
THE THEOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF THE THREE ZONE MODEL 
 
 
 The Three-Zone Model of Missional Leadership is a map of organizational 
culture.1 The purpose of Three-Zone Model is to: 1) “Assist leaders in understanding the 
adaptive shifts in leadership style required amid such change. 2) Identify the skills and 
competencies required in each zone. 3) Help congregations (and church systems) 
understand their own location in massive change.”2 
  The Three Zones are Green (Emergent Zone), Blue (Performative Zone), and Red 
(Reactive Zone). Each zone forms its own culture, social imaginary, and leadership 
imagination. Each zone has two sections, upper and lower, with its own characteristics 
and leadership challenges.3 
  The purpose of the appendix is to add a theological component to the Three-Zone 
Model. Not only does a theological component aid in the analysis of each section of the 
three zones, it also identifies the adaptive awareness theologically that that may 
encourage a congregation or church system to move from Red to Blue to Green or 
maintain themselves in the Green.4 This appendix describes the main theological theme 
                                                          
1 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 40-60. 
 
2 Ibid., 40. 
 
3 Ibid. 
 
4 Congregations and church systems make daily decisions about the nature of their engagement 
with their context. Embedded in their choices is an operative imagination, which includes an understanding 
of who God is. A congregation or church system’s operative understanding of who God is determines their 
engagement with their context. Much of the time, however, this operative framework of God is presumed, 
but not articulated. My contention is that the adaptive shifts from Red to Blue to Green within the Three-
Zone Model require a new imagination. This new imagination must include a new understanding of God, 
which displaces, at least in part, the reduced understanding of God in the operative imagination. Walter 
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of each zone, notes the reductions5 of this theme in each section, and highlights a 
theological awareness that will encourage movement to adaptive engagement with 
context.   
  The main theological theme embedded in the Three-Zone Model is God’s 
relationship to the world. The genius of the Three-Zone Model is that it affords 
congregations and church systems to see their organizational culture through the lens of 
engagement. The assumption of this model is that God actively and purposefully engages 
the world in ministry and mission. The Three-Zone Model provides an opportunity for 
congregations and church systems to assess their own engagement with context. Red 
Zone connotes little or no engagement with context. The main theological awareness 
required to move out of the Red Zone is, “God is doing something with us.” Blue Zone 
connotes some engagement with context. The main theological awareness vital to move 
out of the Blue Zone is, “God is calling us.” Green Zone connotes active engagement 
with context. The main theological awareness essential to maintain the Green Zone is 
“God is abundantly and prolifically ahead of us.” 
 
Red Zone 
Congregations and church systems in the Red Zone do not presently have the 
awareness, skills, or capacities to engage context in the midst of discontinuous change.6 
                                                          
Brueggemann writes, “The imagination must come before implementation.” Walter Brueggemann, 
Prophetic Imagination, 2d ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 40.  
 
5 Guder, The Continuing Conversion of the Church, 97-119. Guder writes about “the challenges of 
reductionism.”  
 
6 Roxburgh and Romanuk explain, “Through much of the twentieth century, congregations thrived 
in a relatively stable and predictable context where church going was the accepted norm. Denominations 
  
128 
In the Upper Red Zone, congregations and church systems are “regulatory” and 
leadership is “reactive.”7 “Regulatory” congregations and church systems with “reactive” 
leaders engage context by working harder and harder to make the dominant habits, 
programs, and actions of their operative imagination more effective.8 They do what they 
have always done. 
In the Red Zone, God is reduced to the God who is known passively in the formal 
and informal processes, policies, and structures of church government. God is a God of 
order and tradition. The main mission of congregation and church systems with this 
prevalent understanding of God is to preserve what has been and to keep things going for 
as long as possible. Missing in the Upper Red Zone is a grasp of active agency of God.  
In the Lower Red Zone, congregations and church systems are in a state of 
“crisis” and “confusion.”9 They have reached the point at which they have become aware 
that they may not survive, and their operative imagination “is making no difference in a 
deteriorating situation.”10 The church or system is discouraged and anxious. God is 
reduced to a non-presence. Despite good intentions and hard work, God seems to have 
                                                          
did well as a source of identity for people. . . . Within this environment, a congregation (or church system) 
would form its organization culture, beliefs, habits, and values. These cultures became the assumed norms 
by which congregations (and church systems) measured themselves.” Roxburgh and Romanuk, The 
Missional Leader, 40. But this stable and predictable context has changed. Roxburgh and Romanuk add, 
“Continuous change develops out of what has gone before. . . . Discontinuous change is disruptive and 
unanticipated; it creates situations that challenge our assumptions.” Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional 
Leader, 7.  
  
7 Ibid., 41. 
 
8 Ibid., 49. 
 
9 Ibid., 41. 
 
10 Ibid., 52. 
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deserted the congregation, church system, and its leaders. The sentiment is captured in 
the cry of the psalmist: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1; 
Matthew 27: 46). 
 
Red Zone Adaptive Awareness 
In order to begin to transition from Red to Blue, congregations and church 
systems must replace the prevalent understanding of the God of order and tradition and 
the God of abandonment with a new sense of God’s agency. In an era of a relatively 
stable and predictable context, God becomes something of a generic and distance 
concept. Craig Van Gelder and Dwight Zscheile write that “modernity tended to render 
the Trinity superfluous, and, along the way, removed a sense of God’s immediacy and 
personal presence from the cosmos.”11 Upper Red Zone churches and systems need to 
become aware that the God of order and tradition is also an active agent before they reach 
a point of crisis. Lower Red Zone churches and systems need to become aware that crisis 
and confusion do not equate to abandonment. God’s people, throughout the Scriptures, 
have learned to see crisis and confusion as evidence of the active agency of God.12 
Brueggemann contends that God is a   
fully articulated personal agent, with all the particularities of personhood and with 
a full repertoire of traits and actions that belong with a fully formed and 
actualized person. Such a particular person cannot settle for vagueness because 
the particularity has a history and an identity that remain constant over time. Such 
                                                          
11 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 104. 
 
12 See Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1997), 552-564. In this chapter titled, “The Drama of Partnership 
with Yahweh,” Brueggemann describes a reoccurring pattern between God and God’s people throughout 
the Scriptures. The pattern begins with humankind being “created for glad obedience,” moves to “a failed 
relationship,” and finally concludes with “rehabilitation for a new beginning.” This is the drama of 
brokenness and restoration.  
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a particular person cannot accept fixity as reflected in some forms of classic 
tradition, because this particular person possesses all the dimensions of freedom 
and possibility that rightly belong to a personal agent.13 
 
 
Red Zone Adaptive Awareness 
  
Adaptive awareness in the Red Zone focuses almost entirely on God’s presence. 
Organization culture is fragile. Congregations and church system in crisis or near crisis 
“cannot risk substantive change.”14  Rather than focusing on changes in the system or 
organizational culture, the place to begin to move congregations and church systems from 
the Red Zone is to enable them to see that God is alive, well, and an active agent among 
them. In the Upper and Lower Red Zone, congregations and church systems must begin 
to become aware and articulate that “God is doing something with us.” 
 
Blue Zone 
 Congregations and church systems in the Blue Zone are “performative.” Their 
organizational structures, skills, and capacities do well in a stable context.15 The issue, 
however, is that their operative imagination is limited to developmental changes in 
engaging a new context. They will tweak what they do or make incremental changes in 
order to address a context of discontinuous change. 
Congregations and church systems in the Upper Blue Zone are especially 
performative. They are terrific at the skilled implementation of a regular pattern of habits 
                                                          
13 Walter Brueggemann, An Unsettling God: The Heart of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2009), 2. 
 
14 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 54. 
 
15 Ibid., 45. 
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and actions. In the Upper Blue Zone, congregations and church systems are often solid 
and predictable. The organizational structure is clear. Typically, a long-range plan is in 
place. Leadership roles and program goals are defined. The prevailing understanding of 
God in the Upper Blue Zone is that of a God of corporate culture. This is a God of 
method and technique who ordains certain people and processes for specific 
organizational results. Congregations and church systems in the Upper Blue Zone depend 
upon numbers to tell their story—increasing or decreasing numbers of members, rising or 
falling numbers of dollars given, trending up or trending down numbers of people 
attending worship. The underlying assumption is that God’s presence and provision may 
be discerned in these numbers. God is defined by the results that may be measured.  
Congregations and church systems in the Lower Blue Zone are in “transition.”16 
Just below the surface of the operative imagination of performance, there are pockets of 
adaptive awareness and innovation. Smaller groups of individuals are interacting with 
each other in new ways that are less performative and more communal. They are 
beginning to develop a new imagination that the congregation or church system could be 
different. But they don’t know what to do with their new imagination. They continue to 
hold onto their understanding of the God of corporate culture, but less firmly and with 
more willingness to seek new understandings.  
 
Blue Zone Adaptive Awareness 
 Building on an awareness of God as an active agent, congregations and church 
systems must begin to discern an appreciation for God’s call in order to move into the 
                                                          
16 Ibid., 41. 
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Green Zone. Both Upper and Lower Blue Zone congregations and church system have a 
sense that something new is happening that is beyond what they already know. They now 
need to be intentional about discerning God as an active agent who calls his people to 
new life and mission. Roxburgh writes, “In this time of radical discontinuity, the key 
theological notion guiding our path is that God calls a people, and among that people, the 
imagination for a new future can be born.”17 
A “theology of the cross”18 reveals a God who pays close attention to his 
suffering world. God’s call is to engage this world suffering with injustice, prejudice, and 
violence with the justice, reconciliation, and peace of Jesus.  
A way to begin to discern God’s call is to consider place, people, and purpose. 
Place – God calls a congregation or church system to a specific geographic location. 
People – God calls a congregation or church system to a particular people within that 
location. Purpose – God calls a congregation or church system to particular people in a 
specific location to actually do something of service in Jesus’ name that will be a witness 
to the presence of God’s kingdom.  
An example: I currently serve as pastor/head of staff of Grosse Ile Presbyterian 
Church (GIPC). GIPC is in the Upper Blue Zone. The Session, or Governing Body, of a 
Presbyterian congregation is made up of elders. The duties for elders outlined in the 
Presbyterian Book of Order may all be fulfilled within the confines of the church facility. 
There is no sense that elders are to be elders in their neighborhoods as well as in the 
                                                          
17 Roxburgh, Missional Map-Making, 179. 
 
18 Douglas John Hall, The Cross in Our Context (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2003). 
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church. After completing an experiment to listen actively for God’s presence in their 
neighbors, Session discerned God’s call: Place – the island of Grosse Ile. People – 
suddenly single parents with young children without housing. Purpose – provide 
temporary and long-term support.   
Session acquired two houses in the neighborhood, called Grace House 1 and 
Grace House 2, to respond to God’s call to welcome families in need. It is essential for 
congregations and church systems in the Upper and Lower sections of the Blue Zone to 
begin to discern that “God is calling us.”  
 
Green Zone 
 The Green Zone is characterized by “emergent” leadership and organization and 
“new actions” and “building” leadership.19 In the Upper Green Zone, congregations and 
church systems are doing experiments that engage context. They are discovering fresh 
ways to be God’s missionary people. They are emergent in that they are imagining a new 
future together.20 In the Lower Green Zone, congregations and church systems retain 
their ability to adapt through experimentation, but they are now giving form and order to 
what is emerging. They are beginning to move back into the Upper Blue “performative” 
Zone.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
19 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 41. 
 
20 Ibid., 42. 
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Green Zone Adaptive Awareness  
 In the Green Zone, congregations and church systems must develop and articulate 
a theology of the future, particularly a theology that God is leading, guiding, and 
directing them into the future through a continuous learning process. The five-step 
process should be repeated over and over again in Green Zone congregations and church 
systems. The adaptive awareness that God is ahead is the motivation and inspiration for 
repeating the five steps.  
 Adaptive awareness in the Green Zone is based on understanding and trusting in a 
God of reciprocity. God is affected by the world. God is a God of relationship with the 
world. Relationship implies mutuality. Van Gelder and Zscheile write, “There is, 
moreover, reciprocity within the life of God.”21 The temptation is to reduce God to a God 
of aloofness. The God of reciprocity, however, engages context in an ongoing dialogue. 
   
God Is Ahead of Us 
“God is abundantly and prolifically ahead of us” is the hallmark theological 
affirmation of the missional theology. What exactly does that mean? Does it mean that 
God’s presence is ahead of us? Are we saying that God’s presence goes before us in a 
mystical or symbolic fashion as represented by the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night 
(Exodus 13:21)? Does it mean that the Risen Christ is ahead of us? As was spoken to the 
first witnesses of the empty tomb in Matthew 28: 6-7, “He is not here, for he has risen, 
just as he said. Come; see the place where he was lying. Go quickly and tell his disciples 
                                                          
21 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 108. They add, “The actions of 
humanity affect the inner life of God.” Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 
109. 
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that he has risen from the dead: and behold, he is going ahead of you into Galilee, there 
you will see him.” Again, here Jesus is a mystical or symbolic presence. Does this mean 
that God is ahead of us because God has planned the future and we are fulfilling the plan? 
Jeremiah 29: 13 is the example: “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, 
plans for welfare and not for evil, plans to give you a future and a hope.” Does this mean 
that God’s promise is ahead of us and we trust that God will fulfil his promises? Abraham 
and Sarah lived a long time between God’s promise and the birth of their son. Or does it 
mean that God’s intention is ahead of us? In Luke 10:1, Jesus sends his disciples out two 
by two to every place he “intended to go.”  
Congregations and church systems in the Green Zone are faced with a unique 
challenge. In order to maintain a Green Zone presence, they need to be in a constant 
condition of discovery and rediscovery of what it means to affirm that “God is 
abundantly and prolifically ahead of us.” Without attempting to qualify or quantify their 
experiences, they will need to develop a new form of Christian community that will 
sustain their spontaneity and attentiveness to God’s Spirit. In fact, they will need to shape 
a new understanding of Christian faith. Christian faith will no longer be based on 
cognitive beliefs or doctrinal statements, but encounters and engagements with others in 
context, community, and networks.   
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